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ABSTRACT 
Sarah Grant: The Reconstruction of Womanhood by Black and LGBT Authors 
(Under the direction of Rebecka Rutledge Fisher) 
 The current dominant perception of womanhood in the United States has proven to be 
insufficient for further use due to its exclusion of Black women and LGBT women. In Early 
America, principles for womanhood emerged in a very exclusive manner because they were 
crafted to define the lives of heterosexual cisgender Caucasian women of European descent. As a 
result, womanhood was conceptualized to be a uniform manifestation and women who displayed 
seemingly contrasting characteristics were excluded from the social category of woman. Black 
and LGBT women have been impacted the most by this exclusion so, in response, many 
reconstructed the traditional confines on womanhood through literature. But, despite their efforts, 
the dominant perception for womanhood remained the one conceptualized by the Early 
Americans. Therefore, this thesis argues for a social shift away from the traditional confines on 
womanhood and towards the more comprehensive reconstructions done by Black and LGBT 
women.  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Introduction 
 In today’s society there exists a significant divide within the social category of woman 
due to the way in which American society chose to conceptualize womanhood upon its 
establishment. When it was first established as the British Colonies of North America, America 
consisted mainly of cisgender heterosexual Caucasian people of European descent that followed 
the Puritan religion. As a result, the standards that defined various social groupings were tailored 
to their lives and experiences. At the time, this was viewed as an effective way to control society 
and social relations but, as the demographics of the Colonies shifted with the rise of slavery and 
more people emerged as members of the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT) 
community, it became socially divisive. Because Black and LGBT women experienced exclusion 
from the social category of woman, they fought back by conceptualizing womanhood on their 
own terms but these conceptualizations continue to be viewed as inferior due to continued social 
value placed on the traditional conception of Caucasian womanhood. In this thesis I will 
highlight the exclusive nature of womanhood as well as the alternate constructions crafted by 
Black women and LGBT women in order to argue that the American society’s emphasis on 
traditional Caucasian womanhood must be abandoned. 
Overview and Significance  
 Dating back to the establishment of the first British colony in North America, the 
confinement of women and their sexuality has had a significant impact on the way American 
women view themselves as well as each other. In early Colonial America, from the moment they 
reached adolescence, women were pressured into abiding by “guiding” principles for how a 
woman ought to behave in society. This practice was popular yet detrimental to the mental well-
being of women because the nature of the “guiding” principles was heavily restrictive and 
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exclusive. Because they were created as a means of confining the lives of Puritan cisgender 
heterosexual Caucasian women of European descent, the principles that early Colonial women 
were socially pressured into abiding by were impossible to satisfy for women who were outside 
of this specific social group. 
 Specifically, the groups of women that have been historically excluded from the category 
of woman are Black women and women in the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT) 
community. Their exclusion and the subsequent erasure of their voices as that of women was the 
direct result of the restrictive confines placed on early Colonial women which have a continued 
presence in American society. This has been divisive for women and detrimental to the social 
positioning of Black and LGBT women because their womanhood being deemed insufficient 
promotes the superiority of Caucasian womanhood and erases their experiences as that of 
women. Consequentially, the trauma that Black women experience in a society that has 
historically profited off of their dehumanization and the dysphoria that women in the LGBT 
community experience are not being recognized as women’s issues but, rather, issues of social 
outsiders. This difference in framing is significant because if the experiences of Black women 
and women in the LGBT community are not acknowledged as women’s experiences then society 
will never consider them to be vital enough to address and attempt to remedy. Also, by failing to 
recognize the plight of Black women and women in the LGBT community as the plight of 
women in general, society communicates that these women are not included in the social 
category of woman which, in turn, endangers their personhood. 
 The invalidation that Black and LGBT women experience is significant because it acts as 
a barrier between them and their acceptance into the greater American society. To combat this 
!2
barrier, Black women and women in the LGBT community have engaged in acts of resistance 
against the principles that exclude them to not only claim their womanhood, but also create new 
symbols for womanhood. These acts of resistance came in the forms of speeches, published 
work, public demonstrations, and challenges during every-day interactions and they have had a 
long history in American society. But, many of these acts of resistance against the confines on 
womanhood are not explicitly acknowledged as attempts to re-conceptualize womanhood and 
are, rather, cast as being commentaries on race, sexuality, or inter-gender relations. While 
meaningful, these additional interpretations can minimize the presence of the commentary on 
womanhood which, in turn, allows readers to continue to rely on the dominant perception of 
womanhood as representative of all women. Relying on this constrained perception is harmful to 
a reader’s overall understanding of history in general because it promotes a false sense of unity 
among women that simply did not exist when the confines were created. 
  Therefore, I will be analyzing the narratives and fictional works of women from the 
Black and LGBT communities as acts of resistance against the confines on womanhood and 
attempts to redefine womanhood in a way that is more accessible to them. It is crucial to look at 
these reconceptualizations because they signal a greater need for the complete redefinition of 
womanhood to move it away from the historically exclusive confines people still buy into, today. 
I have chosen to utilize literary texts to show these reconceptualization and support the need for a 
total reconstruction because, often, literature can act as a mirror that allows readers to analyze 
and criticize the society that they live in. When analyzing these works, I will focus on how 
authors use the female characters’s perceptions of themselves and their society as well as the 
interactions between the female characters to make commentary on the nature of womanhood.  
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Chapter Descriptions 
 Before delving into illustrating how Black women and women in the LGBT community 
have gone about reconceptualizing what it means to be a woman, in the first chapter I will detail 
how the restrictive confines on early Colonial womanhood developed. Then, I will provide 
support for the continued presence of these confines in twenty-first century American society. In 
an attempt to highlight the connection between the confinement of womanhood in Puritan 
societies and what is experienced by women now, I will rely mainly on Women and Religion in 
Early America, 1600-1850 (1999) by Marilyn Westerkamp, The Women of England: Their Social 
Duties, and Domestic Habits (1839) by Sarah Ellis, The Bonds of Womanhood: "Woman's 
Sphere" in New England, 1780-1835 (1997) by Nancy Cott, and “The Cult of True Womanhood: 
1820-1860” by Barbara Welter. Of these works, Welter’s on the Cult of True Womanhood speaks 
the most to the confines that women in America experience today but, it is important to pay 
attention to the development of the confines because the Cult was very much influenced by the 
Puritan and non-Puritan British ideologies of the people that originally populated the Colonies. 
During their development, the confines were largely impacted by the demographics of the early 
American colonies so, to illustrate this, I will utilize published articles by the historians Francis 
Bremer, Mark Noll, and James Horn. These additional articles will provide information about the 
shifting demographics within the colonies and their impact on the Colonies.  
 After working through the development of the confines on womanhood, I will illustrate 
their significance by proving they are still present in today’s society with the use of a 
sociological study conducted by K. Lindner in 2004. In the study, Lindner supports that media 
depictions of women still perpetuate them as the submissive objects that the Cult of True 
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Womanhood promoted by analyzing the advertisements in Time and Vogue magazines over the 
course of 50 years. While she does not make explicit connections between these depictions and 
the Cult of True Womanhood, they can be constructed by comparing her variables to the pillars 
of womanhood established by the Cult. The continued presence of the pillars is significant to my 
overall argument because if women are continued to be depicted and promoted in the constrained 
way that they have been historically, then the women that have been historically excluded due to 
their inability to meet this constrained depiction will continue to be excluded, thus signaling a 
need for a wide reconstruction of womanhood.  
 Following the establishment of the confines, in Chapter Two I will analyze the ways in 
which Black women have historically responded to the constrained view of womanhood. Whole-
fully, many Caucasian women did not want to include Black women in their conception of 
womanhood because of their loyalty to slavery as an institution. Additionally, Black women 
resisted the traditional depiction of womanhood because they identified it as being a false 
construction of womanhood and contradictory for many reasons. The desire for Caucasian 
women to exclude Black women and the desire for Black women to separate themselves from 
the toxic construction of white womanhood resulted in tension between the two groups of 
women. To speak to that tension, I will utilize both Within the Plantation Household (1988) by 
Elizabeth Fox-Genovese and Out of the House of Bondage: The Transformation of the Plantation 
Household (2008) by Thyvolia Glymph. In these works, both authors utilize diary entries and 
excerpts from women’s magazines during the eighteenth century to illustrate the attitudes of 
Caucasian slaveholding women towards their slaves as well as the attitudes of slaves towards 
their mistresses. Both works play an important role in this thesis because the apparent tension 
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between Black and Caucasian women further supports my claim that the traditional 
conceptualization of womanhood promoted the superiority of Caucasian womanhood. Then, I 
will support the statements made by both authors and illustrate the reaction of Black women to 
these confines by analyzing the slave narratives: The History of Mary Prince, A West Indian 
Slave, Related by Herself (1831) and Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861) by Harriet 
Jacobs. When analyzing the narratives, I will do so with the intention of illustrating that Black 
women, while enslaved, resisted the confines placed on womanhood in their rejection of 
Caucasian authority and constructing their own interpretation of womanhood.  
 As Prince and Jacobs give their accounts, my analysis will show that the brutality of the 
actions of their mistresses stemmed from a belief that the Black female slaves were subwoman. 
To the mistresses, the Black female slaves represented a threat to their social position because 
any acknowledgment of Black women’s womanhood would indicate that, in some way, they 
were equal to the mistresses. Furthermore, because many mistresses supported the claim that 
Black people were subhuman, they acted violently towards their female slaves to avoid the 
possibility of being “lumped in” with them for sharing a gender identity. By behaving brutally 
towards their female slaves, the mistresses felt that they were both asserting their dominance and 
securing their position as the “True Women” of American society.  
 The mistreatment of female slaves by their mistresses speaks to a central message of my 
thesis because their refusal to accept the slaves as women and decisions to exacerbate their 
mistreatment highlights that there were standards for woman, that even women embraced, and 
Black women were deemed ineligible for meeting them. Additionally, the narratives show the 
impact of this exclusion because Prince and Jacobs were essentially forced to create their own 
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identity as Black women and find strength and power in that. To do so, their acts of resistance 
against the oppressing forces in their society and the resilience they developed from enduring 
such oppression became their principles of womanhood rather than the exclusive principles that 
many Caucasian women of European descent valued.  
 These new principles of womanhood that Black women had to develop in response to 
their exclusion from the social category of woman are shown not only in the slave narratives of 
women, but also in the fiction work of Black women writers throughout American history. In 
Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937), the central character, Janie 
Crawford, only gains some semblance of emotional relief from the forces that oppress her after 
making the choice to embrace her self-interested nature as a strength rather than a personality 
trait she must overcome to abide by social rules. While never a completely passive character, 
Janie’s journey begins with internal turmoil over how to reconcile who she is with who society 
tells her she is supposed to be, and ends with satisfaction once she recognizes the legitimacy of 
who she is and publicly embraces it. Additionally, Toni Morrison speaks to the importance of 
Black women accepting their womanhood in her novel The Bluest Eye (1970).  
 In The Bluest Eye, Morrison uses the character of Pecola Breedlove to highlight the 
“Otherness” attributed to Blackness. The concept of the social “Other” is one that Morrison 
elaborates in her book The Origin of the Others (2017) but utilizes throughout her novels 
because it causes not only a division between Black and Caucasian women but also a division 
among Black women. For Morrison, this “Otherness” can be a symbol of womanhood for Black 
women to own and she conveys this message by framing it as a means of finding relief in a 
society that is constructed to devalue your humanity. To highlight the relief that comes with 
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owning one’s “Otherness” as a symbol of womanhood, Morrison emphasizes that continuing to 
reject it as such only results in insanity. She shows this resulting insanity in the storylines of 
Pecola and Pauline Breedlove (Pecola’s mother) and both women strive to abide by the confines 
on womanhood but, in doing so, they lose their grip on reality because their Blackness has made 
it so that society will never accept them as being women to the same degree as Caucassian 
women. In contrast, Claudia, who is described as being prettier and fairer-skinned than Pecola, 
never develops a desire to reject her Blackness which allows her character to maintain their grip 
on reality. By doing this, Morrison crafts The Bluest Eye as a parable meant to give the lesson 
that, as a Black woman, the only way to possess existential balance is to reject what is socially 
dictated if it conflicts with your personhood. 
 Following my analysis of Black womanhood and its construction, in Chapter Three I will 
analyze the reconstructions of womanhood by women in the LGBT community through 
literature. Historically, women have been told that they are meant to be submissive to their 
husbands and refrain from expressing any sign of outward sexual desire. This encouragement 
was rooted in the early American emphasis on purity that was religiously inspired and became 
central to the lives of women. According to the Cult of True Womanhood, purity was integral to 
satisfying the woman’s role as a submissive wife and chaste woman but it has been detrimental 
to the social standing of women within the LGBT community for multiple reasons.  
 Firstly, the social value placed on these constraints has made it so that not fulfilling them 
made a woman insufficient. As a result, women who were not attracted to men (i.e. lesbians) 
were automatically deemed insufficient because their lack of attraction hindered their ability and 
willingness to become submissive wives. Secondly, the social pressure for women to suppress 
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any sign that they have sexual desires has made it so that the very act of declaring one’s sexuality 
was viewed as being non-woman behavior and a sign of insufficiency. This negatively impacted 
women in the LGBT community because their very declaration as a member of the community 
means that they are acknowledging and asserting their sexual motivations. And, by making that 
act a symbol of non-woman behavior, all members of the community were systematically 
removed from being considered socially accepted women. Thirdly, the traditional constraints on 
womanhood have been psychologically damaging because the resulting exclusion caused women 
in the LGBT community to develop a level of cognitive dissonance that can lead to intense 
feelings of depression and isolation. So, in response to these conflicts with the traditional 
confines on womanhood, LGBT writers began reconstructing womanhood to create a more 
inclusive social group.  
 To illustrate the treatment of lesbian and transgender women in Colonial America 
(seventeenth century to eighteen century), I will rely mainly on pieces of legislation within the 
Colonies to criminalize such behavior as well as court documents for two colonial women 
accused of lesbianism, Sarah Norman and Mary Hammon. I will use legislation and court 
documents rather than literary texts to speak to the perception of LGBT women in Colonial 
America because, at the time, lesbian and transgender American writers did not identify 
themselves as such due to the possible repercussions they could incur. So, while there were 
reports of lesbianism in the colonies that sparked the proposal of legislation to formally 
discourage it, published works from Colonial American LGBT women have yet to be discovered. 
 But, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, LGBT writers began publishing books of 
poetry as well as novels that not only made commentary on their experiences but also made 
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commentary on social perceptions surrounding gender, love, and sexual desire. Through these 
commentaries and shared experiences, LGBT writers not only criticized but also offered an 
alternative view of female sexuality and love. Furthermore, through the content of works, female 
sexual desire shifts from being something that was a symbol of impurity to a symbol of 
something to be cherished and revered. By doing so, LGBT writers reconstruct womanhood and 
claim sexual desire, resilience, and love as foundational principles of womanhood. To show this 
reconstruction of womanhood through the reframing of female sexual desire, I will rely on 
selected poems from Sybil the Glide of Her Tongue (1992) by Gillian Hanscombe, poems from 
Rocket Fantastic (2017) by Gabrielle Calvocoressi, poems from Since I Moved In (2007) by 
Trace Petterson, and poems from Why the Dust Shall Never Settle Upon this Soul (2015). 
Additionally, I will utilize Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers: A History of Lesbian Life in Twentieth 
Century America (2012) by Lillian Faderman and Whipping Girl: A Transsexual Woman on 
Sexism and the Scapegoating of Femininity (2014) by Julia Serano to provide contextual 
information about the social attitudes towards lesbianism and transgenderism during the 
twentieth century.  
 In twentieth century America, studies on female sexuality expanded with the sexology 
movement. Constituted mainly by scientists, the sexology movement in America marked the 
beginning of the perception of lesbianism and transgenderism as a medical disease rather than a 
moral conflict. As a result, the negative attitudes towards lesbianism and transgenderism grew 
exponentially and this was reflected in the writing of lesbian authors from the twentieth century. 
I will show this reflection through the Hanscombe text, Sybil: The Glide of Her Tongue, because 
it was written following the movement and inspired by the growth in negative attitudes towards 
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LGBT women. But, while the persecution of lesbianism was a large theme in her work, 
Hanscombe also emphasizes the power and resilient qualities associated with finding love with 
another woman. Then, following my analysis of nineteenth and twentieth century texts, I will 
analyze selected poems from Rocket Fantastic (2017) by Gabrielle Calvocoressi to illustrate 
twenty-first century reconceptualizations of womanhood by LGBT writers. In Rocket Fantastic, 
Calvocoressi emphasizes sexual fluidity as being characteristic of her conceptualization of 
womanhood as well as love and acceptance. This is a small shift from the post-sexology writings 
of Hanscombe that emphasized the persecution of lesbianism its forbidden qualities but it is just 
as significant because it shows the development of LGBT reconceptualizations of womanhood to 
what it is today.  
 Then, following this I will discuss the treatment of transgender women in society 
separately from lesbian women in order to highlight their contrasting experiences. To do so I will 
utilize the Serano text to provide a look into the preconceived notions that hinder society’s 
development of a comprehensive understanding of gender. Afterward, I will analyze selected 
poems from trans-women authors Trace Peterson and Ryka Aoki from their respective works, 
Since I Moved In and Why Dust Shall Never Settle Upon This Soul. Throughout the books, both 
women give raw and vulnerable accounts of life as trans-women and, in giving these accounts, 
they highlight the incredible resilience and strength that characterizes trans-women.  
 In analyzing these works written by Black and LGBT women writers, it is my intention to 
show that, for many years, undervalued groups of women have been reconceptualizing 
womanhood in ways that are porous enough for women of all backgrounds to be included. But, 
the greater American society has been resistant to accepting them. By examining these 
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reconceptualizations, I hope to expose how valuable they are and contribute to the already-
existing school of thought on why centuries-old ideologies are not fit for today’s society and 
must be abandoned. 
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Chapter 1: The History of Confining Womanhood in America 
 Before analyzing the ways in which Black women and LGBT women have 
reconceptualized womanhood, it is important to understand the development of the confines that 
they were resisting. In this chapter, I will analyze multiple sources that speak to the ways in 
which the confinement of womanhood developed in America. The sources are comprehensive in 
that they supply information on the ideological makeup of early American society as well as how 
the development of America as an independent nation effected their ideology. With the sources, I 
will illustrate how American womanhood was conceptualized to be extremely restrictive due to 
its origins in Puritan ideology and eventual contact with non-Puritan ideology. Both the Puritans 
and non-Puritan British immigrants held strict ideals about how women in their societies ought to 
behave and, when the ideologies made contact during the establishment of the British North 
American Colonies and then the United States, they developed into the American conception of 
womanhood. 
  The resulting conception was intensely restrictive but gained wide-spread popularity 
through the publication of articles and domestic manuals that perpetuated the restrictive 
principles that emerged for women. In fact, the popularity of the confines onwomen was so wide-
spread and long-standing that they continue to appear in twenty-first century media. 
Furthermore, through its continued presence, the confined perception of womanhood has been 
allowed to live and thrive in American society. This continued presence is a significant cause for 
concern because, with it, comes the exclusion of women that do not meet the restrictive confines 
due to factors like their race and sexuality making them “ineligible” to satisfy the confines. 
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Puritan Ideology and the Confinement of Early Colonial Women 
  Initially, the confines on womanhood that took root in the first British Colonies in North 
America were heavily based on religion due to the nature of those who chose to participate in the 
first colonies. In the 1600s, when the British began immigrating to North America with the 
intentions of settling land and establishing colonies, a majority of those who made the trip were 
British Puritans seeking a religious haven. Established as a subset of the Protestant Church of 
England in the mid 1550s, British Puritanism consisted of those who were devoutly dedicated to 
“raising that church to a higher level of holiness” (Bremer, 10). To aid in raising the Protestant 
Church to the “highest level of holiness,” Puritans sought to rid their society of all remnants of 
the previously dominant Roman Catholic Church by rejecting its teachings and its ceremonies 
(Bremer,10). But, because they had little political influence as a subset of the greater Protestant 
Church, Puritans were only able to spread this ideology during the informal meetings of their 
“godly communities” (Bremer, 11). These “communities” were groups of Puritans which met, 
across England, with the intentions of reinforcing one another’s faith and enhancing their 
understanding of the Word of God (Bremmer, 11). Up until the 1600s, they continued to meet in 
these informal groups with the hopes that their message would spread to the greater British 
society. But, when it failed to do so, Puritans sought a new place where they could finally 
cultivate a “religiously pure” church. 
 The new place was the British North American Colonies, and nearly 20,000 Puritans 
made the choice to immigrate to the Colonies between the years of of 1634 and 1637 
(Westerkamp, 35). Upon reaching the sites of the first British North American Colonies, the 
Puritans began constructing their society based on the traditional Protestant ideologies of the 
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Puritan Church. Religious leaders sought to establish these colonies as “incubators” of 
Puritanism that would then serve as a “holy experiment” which, if successful, would support the 
legitimacy of their traditional practices (Westerkamp, 34). Therefore, because the success of 
these colonies as religious institutions would promote the prosperity of the Church, citizens of 
the Colonies were expected to behave according to the strict doctrine of the Puritan Church. As a 
result, all citizens were socially constrained by the Puritan religion, but the religious doctrines 
affected subgroups of citizens to different degrees. 
 Women in Puritan societies constituted one of the subgroups that were greatly affected by 
their society being built on Puritan doctrine because it dictated a hierarchical structure in which 
women were submissive to men. Puritan leaders translated this structure into all areas of their 
society which led to women being socially and economically dependent on male figures, whether 
they be fathers, husbands, or brothers (Westerkamp, 36). At the time, all of a woman’s 
possessions were considered to be the property of her husband or a male relative which led to 
women being compelled to satisfy all the wishes of these male figures (Westerkamp, 36). 
Furthermore, women were held more rigidly to following the Word of God because Puritan 
ideology states that all women are the daughters of Eve and, therefore, must dedicate their lives 
to the Word of God and submissiveness to their husbands in order to atone for her sins 
(Westerkamp, 53). These constraints against women were spread throughout Puritan society 
through sermons and domestic manuals written by both men and women. The result was that 
Puritan women were held to very different standards than Puritan men.  
 While all Puritans were expected to act according to the Word of God, women were 
especially pressured into behaving accordingly. If their behavior was considered to be immoral 
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or against the Word of God, women could incur socially damaging repercussions. These 
repercussions could come in the form of informal exiling (i.e. people refusing to communicate 
and interact with them) or formal persecution (i.e. being identified as a false woman during 
religious sermon) and they damaged a woman’s social standing because receiving them meant 
that they were, in some way, insufficient women. And, if their womanhood was deemed 
insufficient, they were deemed socially unfit because they could not satisfy the role they were 
born to fulfill (a submissive wife and mother). To fulfill the image of a morally just and 
unfailingly devout figure, Puritan women were encouraged to dedicate their lives to 
exemplifying “great piety, family devotion, and passivity and subservience to their husbands, 
fathers, and pastors” (Westerkamp, 57). 
 Puritan culture came to value piety, family devotion, and subservience to male figures 
because it was believed that possessing these qualities was the only way for women to fulfill 
their crucial role as practitioners of domestic piety. A subtype of piety, domestic piety refers to 
the act of worshipping God and his principles within the context of the home and Puritan women 
were expected to adopt it as their main occupation (Westerkamp, 56). But, adequate fulfillment 
of this role was contingent upon whether or not women could prove they were devoted to serving 
the male figures in their lives, their family, and God for multiple reasons. As stated previously, 
Puritan ideology stresses a social hierarchy in which men are inherently above women. 
Therefore, only women who have embraced their subservience to the male figures in their lives 
were viewed as being capable of spreading Puritan ideology in the way that the religious leaders 
intended. This perception was motivated by the fact that Puritan leaders considered their 
interpretation of religion to be a “divine truth” that should not be contaminated by individual 
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testimony from women preaching gender equality.  Furthermore, in order to practice domestic 1
piety correctly, one must be invested in the moral wellbeing of their family. Resultantly, women 
who constantly showed their devotion to their family through acts of service were perceived as 
being the most capable of practicing domestic piety because they were perceived as being the 
most family-oriented. Preference for these qualities as signifiers of a woman’s ability to practice 
domestic piety led to many women idealizing them because they sought social acceptance 
(Westerkamp, 56). But, as time went on and the demographics of the North American British 
Colonies expanded, the expectations for how women ought to behave expanded to accommodate 
the ideologies and social changes new immigrants brought with them. 
The Effect of Expanding Demographics on the Confinement of Women 
 Although the first settlers of the British Colonies in North America were majority Puritan 
and looking for a haven to return to the traditional practice of Protestantism, by the 1700s, people 
in search of jobs, resources, and affordable living conditions made up a large portion of the 
population of immigrants from Great Britain (Horn, 31). Between the years of 1701 and 1775, 
about 217,000 immigrants from Great Britain came to the British Colonies and, with them, they 
brought different social motivations than the initial settlers (Horn, 32). Constituting over 100,000 
of the 217,000 people that immigrated from Great Britain to the Colonies between 1701 and 
1775, Evangelical Protestants and Catholics brought with them cultural practices that varied 
from that of the Puritans (Horn, 33). While the Puritans were very traditional and, in some 
aspects, believed in a fairly uniform interpretation of the Word of God, Evangelicals were 
 To discourage this individual testimony, women who were identified as being “Spirit-directed” and 1
outspoken in regard to how women ought to be regarded in society were exiled from Puritan society. Such 
women included the female preachers Anne Hutchinson and Mary Dyer who were driven from the 
Massachusetts colony because the magistrates found their presence to be “intolerable.” (Westerkamp, 57)
!17
characteristically less traditional and valued individual interpretation of God’s word. 
Evangelicals valued Godly fellowship over Godly order, expression over obedience, and 
interpreting their Christian faith as correct living rather than a correct doctrine (Noll, 47). 
Evangelicals preached accommodating God’s word to one’s life rather than accommodating 
one’s life to God’s word and, because of that, their social norms were not crafted solely on 
religion. 
 By crafting social norms with a consideration for religion rather than for the purpose of 
perpetuating particular religious ideology, the norms in Great Britain varied from those in the 
Puritan societies of the Colonies. Specifically, the norms for how women ought to behave in 
order to be considered socially acceptable women were more comprehensive because they 
required women to value more than just maintenance of a strong relationship with God and 
subservience to the male figures in their life. In her book The Women of England: Their Social 
Duties and Domestic Habits (1839), Sarah Ellis details the expected behavior for the women of 
England and, through it, readers can see how different some of the social norms new immigrants 
brought with them were from those of the Puritans. 
British Expectations for Women as Defined by Sarah Ellis 
 Although The Women of England was written in 1839, the expectations that Ellis details 
are relevant to those that would be perpetuated in seventeenth and eighteenth centuries Great 
Britain because she wrote and published it during a period of social reform with the hope that 
girls would return to the traditional practices of English women. Therefore, while it was 
published nearly 200 years after the time period I refer to, the social expectations and 
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characteristics that she promoted were reflective of those of the seventeenth century.  When 2
discussing the characteristics of English women, Sarah Ellis states that at the core of every 
English woman’s life should be domesticity because it is what will make them most happy. Ellis 
claims that English women have a natural talent for domestic work and, “when such services are 
performed with the energy of a sound understanding, and the grace of an accomplished mind— 
above all, with the disinterested kindness of a generous heart— they not only dignify the 
performer but confer happiness” (21). In saying this, Ellis communicates to her readers that they 
will find the most satisfaction by embracing a life of domesticity because carrying out domestic 
duties which bring her honor and happiness. Furthermore, it is important to note her insistence 
that domestic service must be done with the “energy of sound understanding,” “the grace of an 
accomplished mind,” and “a generous heart.” Ellis insists that it is not sufficient for a woman 
simply to attend to her domestic work; in order for her work to be correct and bring her 
happiness, she must be whole-heartedly dedicated to domestic work and helping others. 
 This emphasis on domesticity is somewhat similar to the Puritan emphasis on domestic 
piety because, in both instances, women are required to carry out their responsibilities with care 
and passion. Much like with Puritan women, if English women did not prove their devotion and 
commitment to their work, then it was seemingly meaningless. But, according to Ellis, the 
emphasis on domesticity in England differs from the emphasis on domestic piety in Puritan 
 However, it must also be acknowledged that the source continues to have its limitations because early in 2
the book, Ellis explicitly states that she is not talking about the norms of women from the countryside or 
low-income households (Ellis, 5). So while the principles she brings up can be acknowledged as 
principles that confined English women, they cannot be considered principles that confined all English 
women.
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society. English domesticity stresses how a woman should conduct all aspects of her household, 
while domestic piety stresses how a woman should guide the religious life of household. 
 The two types differ further because, Ellis writes, true English domesticity is 
characterized by, “promptitude in action, energy of thought, and benevolence of feeling” (25). 
“Promptitude in action” and “energy of thought” are vital to living a life of domesticity because 
if a woman fails to anticipate the needs of her family or fails to maintain every aspect of her 
household, the loved ones she is meant to care for will suffer. On this point Ellis warns her 
readers: “Every passing event, however insignificant to the eye of the world, has its crisis…and 
upon these she has to calculate with precision or the machinery of household comfort is arrested 
in its movements, and thrown into disorder” (26). In these instances, maintaining “energy of 
sound understanding,” “the grace of an accomplished mind,”and “a generous heart” is vital 
because if a woman only has the qualities of promptitude in action and energy of thought she will 
be “a cold, cheerless companion,” making her unfit for her role as a wife and mother.  
 Additionally, Ellis tells readers that English women must wake up everyday and ask 
themselves altruistic and benevolent questions such as, “Is anyone sick?” and “Did I fail in what 
was kind or considerate to any of the family yesterday?”  Then, they must then take action to 
solve all existing problems (26).  However, if there is no one to care for at the moment, women 
were to maintain the positive atmosphere of the home by “cultivating cheerful conversation…
and leading those who are least happy to think and speak of what will make them more 
so” (Ellis, 27). By combining the three principles of prompt action, energy of mind, and a 
benevolent heart, a woman is able to embody domesticity fully, thus satisfying the core of what it 
means to be a woman in English society. Yet, while this was thought to be the core characteristic 
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of womanhood, domesticity was not the only requirement for being considered a true English 
woman. 
 Moreover, a true English woman was also characterized by her manners and dress. For 
English women, this expectation was another difference between their experiences and those of 
Puritan women because while Puritan women were not allowed to dress and act however they 
wished, they were simply told to act according to the Word of God. In contrast, English women 
were given more explicit instructions on how their manner and dress should be in all instances. 
As to manners, true English women were expected to behave, at all times, with dignity, respect 
for others, a dedication to performing every practical good, and charity (Ellis, 90). Whether she 
be interacting with a family member or someone new to her household, a true English woman 
gave all people the same amount of respect and care (Ellis, 89). Giving equal attention and care 
to all people also feeds into what Ellis considers to be the most important feature of an English 
woman’s manner: Adaptability (Ellis, 92). When speaking about adaptability, Ellis references 
how English women should be able to adapt their behavior, “not only to the circumstances of the 
person who acts and speaks, but also to the circumstances of those upon whom such speech or 
action operates” (92). Essentially, this means that a True English woman should be able to 
accommodate all people and not just those in position of direct authority. In the case of a 
woman’s household, this expectation would translate to a wife and mother being prepared to 
serve both her husband and children in any way that they may need. This serves as another 
important distinction between the norms of English and Puritan immigrants: English society 
promoted an equal consideration for children and husbands while Puritan ideology dictated that 
women must serve the older male figures in their lives above all others. 
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 In regard to dress, Ellis communicates to her female readers that a woman must be 
dressed appropriately at all times in order to gain full social acceptance. According to Ellis, 
women should refrain from dressing extravagantly or provocatively because suitable men are 
attracted to clothing that is “neat” and “in good taste,” not ostentatious (80). To explain why this 
is so, Ellis gives her readers a seemingly scientific answer by saying that the human mind is 
influenced by automatic associations so a woman who is wearing a “splendid” dress in a 
drawing-room will be associated as a “monstrous spectacle” (80).  And, once deemed a 
spectacle, a woman is no longer viewed as a suitable wife in the eyes of a potential suitor. On 
this Ellis also writes, “There is scarcely any object or nature, created to excite our admiration, 
which may not, from being ill placed, excite our ridicule or disgust” (81). In saying this, Ellis 
attempts to communicate to her readers why it is important that they constantly monitor their 
dress and behavior to ensure that it is appropriate.  
 The final expectation for an English woman’s character, according to Ellis, is high moral 
character that comes only with maintaining a strong relationship with religion (34). Ellis, as well 
as the women she was addressing, was an Evangelical and as a result believed that one should 
aim to integrate the meaning of God’s word in their every life. This differed from the Puritan 
emphasis on religion, which stressed following the exact word of God. By living according to 
personal interpretation rather than what has been explicitly stated, English women were meant to 
be able to achieve a high moral character because doing so shows one’s willingness to invite God 
into all areas of their lives (Ellis, 34). Additionally, Ellis’s writing conveys the message that 
having a constant consideration for the meaning of God’s word ensures English women will be 
able to provide high-quality domestic work, dress appropriately, and have pleasant conversation 
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with a guest regardless of their background (202). Therefore, having a strong regard for religion 
was mandatory for all who hoped to be seen as True English women. 
 Because of the prevalence of these constraints and their seemingly wide-spread 
acceptance among the British upperclass, women maintained them throughout their lives, even if 
they moved to another nation. This is what happened in the case of the mass influx of non-
Puritan British immigrants who came to the British North American Colonies between 1701 and 
1775. When they arrived at the Colonies, women continued to act according to English social 
norms which caused a shift in the already-established Puritan social norms. Because such a large 
portion of the population came with differing values and motivations, the social values changed 
in response. This, then, resulted in widespread social change particularly in the New England 
region of the North American British Colonies. 
The Resulting Shift in Women’s Roles in Colonial America 
 The preexisting Puritan social norms were affected not only by those of the new non-
Puritan immigrants, but also by the motivations of the new immigrants. As mentioned above, 
many of the new immigrants sought jobs and land that they could gain a profit from and, as a 
result, the economic system of the Colonies began to evolve from a mainly home-based 
agricultural system to a more commercially-minded and industrial system, particularly in the 
North (Cott, 24). To show how these changes, and more, affected the role of women in the 
British North American Colonies, Nancy Cott published The Bonds of Womanhood: “Woman’s 
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Sphere” in New England, 1780-1835.  Written with the intention of showing how the 3
modernization of the late eighteen hundreds affected the lives of women, The Bonds of 
Womanhood gives an in-depth look at how the increase in immigrants to the Colonies affected 
the whole structure of the Puritan societies established in the New England region (i.e. the 
Connecticut, Massachusetts, and Rhode Island colonies along with the New Hampshire 
Province). 
 When introducing the social changes taking place during this time, Nancy Cott writes: 
The Period between 1780 and 1835 was a time of wide- and deep-ranging 
transformation, including the beginning of rapid intensive economic growth, especially 
in foreign commerce, agricultural productivity, and the fiscal and banking system; the 
start of sustained urbanization; demographic transition towards modern fertility patterns; 
marked change towards social stratification by wealth and growing inequality in the 
distribution of wealth; … and-not least-with respect to family life, the appearance of 
‘domesticity.’ (Cott, 3) 
 The “rapid intensive economic growth” that Cott refers to in this passage was sparked by the 
beginning of merchant capitalism in the Colonies (24). Merchant capitalism is the process of 
buying or creating goods then selling them for a profit, and it became very popular in the New 
 Currently, there are two published versions of The Bonds of Womanhood but I will be utilizing the 3
second edition because, in it, Cott places more emphasis on what principles women considered to be 
principles of womanhood and how those principles penetrated the middle class when compared to her 
first edition (Cott, xiv). But, while the source is reliable because Cott derives her claims from the journals 
and diaries of over 100 adult women living in the Colonies between 1780 and 1835, it is not completely 
comprehensive because it only refers to the experiences of white middle class women. In the preface to 
the second edition of The Bonds of Womanhood, Cott acknowledges that the information she compiled 
cannot directly speak to the experiences of women of color and Native American women who lived in the 
Colonies during this time. But, despite the limitations, the source is still reliable and valuable because the 
shifting principles Cott brings attention to eventually become the foundation for the Cult of True 
Womanhood, which affected women of all backgrounds in America.
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England region from 1793-1807 (Cott, 24). During this time, the British Colonies had already 
become the United States and people were in search of a way to establish a profitable economic 
system that could help support the nation. To do so, people began seeking goods from overseas 
to sell domestically or use to manufacture other goods that could be sold for a greater price than 
the cost of the materials. These merchant capitalists “supplied capital, searched out markets, and 
attempted to maximize profits by producing standardized goods at the least cost [in order to 
organize] production a larger scale than had previously been typical” (Cott, 24). The practice 
marked a massive shift in the economic system because, previously, inhabitants of the Colonies 
relied on home-produced goods that were made primarily for family use but, now, there was a 
demand for more standardized production that could reach a larger market (Cott, 25). The shift in 
focus even penetrated to the rural regions that relied on agriculture because farmers that 
previously produced only for subsistence began focusing their energies on cultivating 
commercial produce (Cott, 25). As a result, new specialist fields for insurance, banking, and 
transportation emerged which only amplified the modernization that characterized this time 
period (Cott, 26).  
 The economic growth during this time period impacted the woman’s role in the United 
States. Before the emergence of merchant capitalism, women were accustomed to doing small 
home-based jobs to contribute financially to their household (Cott, 28). These home-based jobs 
included tasks like textile making, embroidering, and shoe-making, and both married and 
unmarried women engaged in these tasks (Cott, 28). By doing this work, women were able to 
earn a salary within the private sphere of their households (regardless of how small it was in 
comparison to their fathers or husbands) which gave them a sense of personal autonomy (Cott, 
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35). But, as the population expanded, the traditional home-based work that women engaged in 
became devalued and was eventually eliminated (Cott, 35). Rather than “giving-out” the task of 
textile making to housewives and unmarried women, merchants put spinning wheels and looms 
in their “manufactories” so that they could create the product for cheaper as well as have control 
over the quality (Cott, 36).  In doing this, the roles of women were confined even more to child 4
care and household management because they were no longer able to earn wages from the home-
based work they previously engaged in (Cott, 38). Additionally, this drastically affected the role 
that daughters played in the household because, initially, their primary duty was to assist their 
mothers in the spinning of yarn and weaving of cloth (Cott, 37). But, when the manufactories 
began creating their own goods, the role of daughters came to be assisting their mother with all 
household duties (Cott, 28). Essentially, this solidified the woman's role as being “in the home” 
which, in turn, shifted how women viewed their duties. No longer did they consider working 
these home-based tasks to be the requirement for women because, now, a wife duties were 
confined to: 
The ordering of domestic affairs, the regulation of servants, the care & culture of 
children, the perusal of necessary works to assisting the all important concern of 
education & of other necessary books, including the Scriptures.  (Cott, 44) 5
 In addition to this enhanced emphasis on domestic duty being the result of economic 
change, if we pay attention to the language of the excerpt, readers can see that it also shows 
remnants of Puritan and English ideologies regarding how a True Woman ought to behave. The 
 First established in the 1760s, manufactories were places of business where merchants collected the yarn 4
spun and cloth woven by-hand from housewives and unmarried women to sell for profit (Cott, 36). 
 This excerpt is cited by Cott as being from the diary of Susan Huntington, the wife of a minister, who 5
lived in Boson in 1815.
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initial line, which states women must care for “the regulation of servants” and “the care & 
culture of children,” is reflective of the behavior Ellis believes all women of England must be 
dedicated to maintaining their household and meeting the needs her children. Furthermore, the 
last part of the quote, which discusses how women should be invested in educating themselves 
and their children on the Scriptures, speaks to the practice of domestic piety, which was 
considered to be the most important job of women. Therefore, while the shift to an enhanced 
emphasis on domesticity in the former British Colonies was largely due to economic 
development, it can also be said that it was impacted by the interaction of Puritan and British 
social ideologies. 
 With the enhanced emphasis on domesticity came the expectation for all women to strive 
to make their homes places of salvation where their husbands and children could find comfort in 
a rapidly growing society (Cott, 64). To perpetuate the idea of the home as a haven that women 
were primarily responsible for constructing and maintaining, “essays, sermons, novels, poems 
and manuals offering advice and philosophy on family life, child rearing and the woman’s role 
began to flood the literary market in the 1820s and 1830s” (Cott, 62). These works were widely 
consumed and led to the further confinement of womanhood. Since the home was meant to be 
separate from the material world, women were expected to remain solely inside of the private 
sphere to avoid bringing in the influence of outside contaminants (i.e. material possessions, 
notions of greed, desire for wealth, etc) (Cott, 70). The expectation that women remain separate 
from the influence of the modern world was conceptualized as “disinterestedness” and women 
were expected to embody it whole-heartedly and without question in order to serve their purpose 
as wives and mothers (Cott, 70). Additionally, because they were financially dependent on their 
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husbands, married women were considered to be the epitome of “disinterestedness” (Cott, 70). 
Thus, women’s dependence on men was emphasized even further in America because, without a 
husband, they could never accomplish true “disinterestedness” and if all women were supposed 
to be “disinterested,” those without husbands were not complete women. 
 The emergence of “disinterestedness” as a guiding principle for women may have been 
rooted in the emphasis on domesticity, but it was also motivated by the ideologies of British 
Evangelicals (Cott, 65). British Evangelicals recognized and perpetuated a division between the 
world, which consisted of “Earthly delights,” and Heaven which, consisted of “eternal blessings 
and true faith” (Cott, 65). Therefore, when they saw how the rapid economic growth was moving 
people towards capitalism and away from the Word of God in the late eighteenth century United 
States, previous british Evangelicals began to conflate the contrast between Heaven and the 
world with “the contrast between the domestic fireside and the world outside” (Cott, 65). This 
message became embedded into the sermons of New England ministers and aided in providing 
further reasoning for why it was vital for women to maintain their traditional roles (Cott, 86). 
According to the ministers, women had to maintain those roles. If they did not, they risked 
bringing in outside contaminants and influences into their household which could damage their 
children’s spiritual wellbeing (Cott, 87). Therefore, although “disinterestedness” came from the 
emphasis of domesticity sparked by economic change, it was fueled by the ideologies of 
Evangelicals. 
 Placing importance on women remaining “disinterested” also contributed to how religion 
was framed as a requirement for all women at this time. Because “disinterestedness” required 
women to be separate from the material world, religion supplied a suitable and “safe” way for 
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women to channel their energy and attention (Cott, 127). Religious leaders during this time 
period communicated that women must remain devoted to the Word of God in order to show 
gratitude for the spiritual and moral elevation Christianity has given them ( Cott, 130). According 
to these leaders, women owed their social standing to Christian civilization because: 
Only Christianity exalted women to an equal rank of man in all the facilities of the soul, 
in all advantages of religious attainment, in all the prospects and hopes of immortality”; 
Only Christianity redeemed human nature from the base passions and taught reverence 
for domestic relations. (Cotts, 132) 
Through this excerpt, readers can see that religion was made a requirement for women because 
they were, essentially, indebted to Christianity. This varies from how it was traditionally framed 
to women because, when Puritan society was dominant, religion was a requirement for women 
because it was believed they were the daughters of Eve who must atone for her wrongdoings. 
But, with the influx of new immigrants and changing socioeconomic relations, religion for 
women became an obligation in order to give thanks for their social positioning. In a way, this 
new framing aligns more with how religion was framed to English women. We shall recall Ellis’s 
contention that religious practice endows English women with a high moral character that places 
them above non-English women. Because, in both instances, women were being told that they 
owed significant aspects of their character and social standing to religion an argument could be 
made that this altered framing of religion was partially influenced by the norms of the recent 
British immigrants. Additionally this marked an ideological shift in American women because 
the assumption that religion socially elevated them led to more value being placed on their 
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womanhood which resulted in True Women developing the notion of inherent superiority over 
non True Women. 
 The work of Cotts highlights the expanding confines on womanhood and explains how 
that expansion occurred as a result of economic development, Puritan ideology, and Evangelical 
British ideology. With the growth of immigration and transition from the British North American 
Colonies to the United States of America, American society saw significant shifts in all aspects 
of society, including the role of women. Women were impacted because, from these factors, the 
principles of American domesticity, disinterestedness, and religious devotion emerged to confine 
women’s lives. It is important to give attention to the development of these three principles 
because they served as the foundation for the Cult of True Womanhood. 
The Emergence of the Cult of True Womanhood 
 A belief system born to define the “True Woman” in America, the Cult of True 
Womanhood referred to both men and women who believed in specific requirements which all 
women must meet if they are to be considered “True Women.” Formally emerging in the early 
nineteenth century, the conceptualization of the “True Woman” can bee seen as the final product 
of the shifting social expectations for women in the 19th and early 20th centuries. In her essay, 
“The Cult of  True Womanhood: 1820-1860,” Barbra Welter discusses the emergence of the 
“Cult” and how it was built on four “pillars of womanhood.” The pillars were: piety, purity, 
submissiveness, and domesticity. Essentially, these four pillars defined what was considered to 
be a “True Woman” (Welter, 152). Therefore, meeting the demands of all four pillars was vital to 
a woman’s status in the category of woman because “without them, no matter whether there was 
!30
fame, achievement or wealth, all was ashes. With them she was promised happiness and 
power” (Welter, 152). 
 Much as with the women of England and Puritan women, piety served as part of the 
foundation for what made a True Woman in the United States. At the time, women were expected 
to be devoutly religious because “religion belonged to woman by divine right, [and served as] a 
gift from God and nature” that was meant to be used to enlighten those around them and restore 
the world from its fallen state (Welter, 152). This mirrored the altered emphasis that emerged 
surrounding religion because it maintained the belief that, in some way, women are inherently 
bound to God. Also, it mirrors it further because those within the cult also believed that piety was 
a respectable way for women to expend their energy without taking them away from the 
domestic sphere. To followers of the Cult, religion kept women from escaping the domestic 
sphere because religious work was not considered to be work that detracted “from the harms of 
feminine delicacy” due to the fact that it was mainly spiritual work (Welter, 153). 
 Another pillar of True Womanhood that reflected solidification of changing constraints 
was purity. Followers of the Cult believed purity to be just as important as piety, so women were 
pressured to remain pure in every way that they should. To be considered fully pure, a woman 
was expected to deny and evade the sexual advances of all men until her marriage night (Welter, 
155). If a woman was declared “impure,” her status in society would immediately come into 
question because, if she was not pure, she could not be a devout follower of God (Welter, 154). 
This stain of not being a “true” follower of God ousted a woman from the category of woman 
because it was already-accepted that women were indebted to Christianity so, acting against the 
wishes of God (i.e. to remain pure until your wedding night) was viewed as being a refusal of 
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this debt. And, by refusing their debt to God, they remove themselves from consideration as 
“True” women. But, the pillar of purity placed a large amount of unequal pressure on women 
because this expectation did not extend to men. Because it was largely believed and accepted that 
men were naturally more sexual than women, there was very little pressure being put on men to 
maintain their own purity or to respect that of women (Welter, 157). This belief, in turn, further 
confined female sexuality because it inaccurately implied that women do not naturally feel 
heightened levels of sexual desire that drive them to act upon it. This detachment of women from 
their ability to feel intense sexual desire highlights that the perceived essential role of the 
American woman was to serve others rather than herself. 
 The third pillar, submissiveness, was also meant to stress to women that a true American 
woman’s primary concern should be serving those around her before considering herself. As 
mentioned previously, the nature of the establishment of the British Colonies in North America 
ensured that there was already a gender-based social hierarchical structure in place. This 
structure penetrated all areas of society and, with it, came the notion that if a woman were to step 
outside of her submissive role, she would upset God and, in turn, disrupt the order of the 
universe (Welter, 159). Once, a young wife wrote in The Ladies Companion that women should 
accept submission and not “feel and act for herself” because, if she does not regard her husband 
as above her, all of the love in her marriage will be lost (Welter, 159). This shows that women 
were encouraged to embrace their perpetually submissive role as a means of obtaining happiness 
and love because, as mentioned above, marriage was viewed as being the essential step to being 
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considered a woman and, according to the aforementioned young wife, a marriage could not be 
complete if the woman did not accept her role.   6
 The final pillar, domesticity, represented the same type of American domesticity that 
came to be valued in the late eighteenth century and it held a large amount of social importance. 
Rhetoric promoting domesticity was highly favored in most all of the women’s magazines in 
early America and writers stressed the power and security that comes when one embraces a 
domestic life (Welter, 162). On this, Mrs. S. E. Farley of Mother Magazine wrote: “The true 
dignity and beauty of the female character seem to consist in a right understanding and faithful 
and cheerful performance of social and family duties” (Welter, 162). In this, Farley 
communicates that a woman’s true character only emerges once she embraces a life of 
domesticity and it was a belief expressed by both male and female writers. Additionally, writers 
who followed the Cult stressed the importance of domesticity by claiming domestic work 
provided a high level of comfort to those who inhabited her home (Welter, 163). Much in-line 
with the notion of the home as a haven where men and children can retreat to escape the evils of 
the material world, the Cult of True Womanhood believed that providing comfort was one of the 
most important jobs a woman could have. But, in order to make her home comfortable and 
welcoming, the woman was expected to act altruistically, care for the sick, and be able to carry 
on pleasant conversation with all of her guests (Welter, 164).  7
 While they were heavily influenced by the social norms of British Evangelicals and 
Puritans as well as the standards that emerged during early American modernization, it is 
 This is in reference to what was said about the value of “disinterestedness” as part of the core of 6
womanhood and how married women were considered to be the epitome of “disinterestedness.”
 This was an expectation of women that was also present in English society and carried over into 7
American society due to the amount of British immigrants in what came to be the United States.
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important to look at the four pillars of the Cult of True Womanhood because they constitute the 
stereotypical gender role for women that continues to affect American society in the twenty-first 
century.  
Signs of Early-Established Confines onWomen in 21st Century Media 
 I claim that the four pillars of womanhood defined in the Cult of True Womanhood 
constitutes the stereotype for women that continues to plague American society because the 
preference for women who are seemingly subordinate to men, without personal desire, chaste, 
and dedicated to being a wife and mother still prevails in the media. I bring attention to the 
portrayals of women in the media because, in today’s society, Americans are surrounded by so 
much media content that it has the power to shape our ideas about what is and is not socially 
acceptable. Therefore, in the case of gender roles, the media has the power to dictate what 
citizens consider to be accurate portrayals of how women behave and think. And, if these 
portrayals are influenced by the centuries-old standards, citizens will continue to believe that 
they actually dictate womanhood and, as a result, will help in perpetuating them.  
 To show that these four pillars continue to affect society, I will bring attention to a study 
conducted by Katharina Lindner, a communications professor at Hartford University. Conducted 
in 2004, Lindner’s study was designed to “examine the portrayal of women in advertisements in 
a general interest magazine (i.e., Time) and a women’s fashion magazine (i.e., Vogue) over the 
last 50 years” (2004). To evaluate the portrayals of the women in these magazines, Lindner relied 
on a coding scheme developed by sociologist Erving Goffman with the intentions of identifying 
subtle and underlying clues that perpetuate stereotypical gender roles (Lindner, 2004). This 
coding scheme indicates characteristics of women’s portrayals that communicate stereotypical 
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gender roles: Relative size (i.e. a woman being presented as taking up less space when alongside 
a man), function ranking (i.e. women serving the subordinate role when shown alongside men), 
feminine touch (i.e. the woman is portrayed as touching herself and objects with caresses rather 
than with utilitarian touch), realization of subordination (i.e. the woman physically lowering 
herself in some form or being physically restrained by men), licensed withdrawal (i.e. the 
woman removes herself mentally from the scene and appears to be focused on something else), 
body display (i.. the woman is wearing revealing clothing), movement (i.e. the woman’s 
movement is inhibited), location (i.e. the woman is shown in a domestic environment), and 
objectification (i.e. the woman is portrayed in a way that suggests her only function is being 
looked at) (Lindner, 2004). These characteristics acted as the variables of Lindner's study. 
 With these variables in mind, Lindner evaluated 1,374 advertisements in Time and Vogue 
magazines, paying attention only to the advertisements that included one or more women either 
in the presence or absence of one or more men. After evaluating the magazines, Lindner (2004) 
found that, overall, 78% of all of the advertisements included women portrayed with one or more 
of the aforementioned characteristics. When calculating the average per characteristic per month, 
they found that, for every month in both magazines, 31% of the advertisements with women 
showed them in ritualized subordinate positions (i.e. physically lowered or being physically 
restrained by a man), 22% showed women in a domestic environment, 29% showed women in a 
state of licensed withdrawal, and 33% showed women in positions characterized by 
objectification (Linder, 2004). I bring attention to these four pieces of data because when she 
accounted for publication years, Lindner found that there was little to no change in the 
percentages. To group them by publication date, the magazines were split into two groups: those 
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published 1955-1975 and those published 1985-2002 (Lindner, 2004). In the 1955-1975 groups, 
the percentages for subordination, domestic environment, licensed withdrawal, and 
objectification were 35.1%, 24.5%, 29.8%, and 32.5%, respectively (Lindner, 2004). Then, in the 
1985-2002 group, the percentages were 28.1%, 20%, 28.4%, and 34.9%, respectively (Lindner, 
2004).  
 This data shows that the pillars of womanhood are still being perpetuated as constituting 
the stereotypical gender role that is imposed upon women, firstly, because being in a subordinate 
position, being in a domestic location, being disinterested in the world outside of the home, and 
acting as a figure only for the purpose of others are all behaviors that the Cult of True 
Womanhood encouraged women to embody. Secondly, the data I provide supports the continued 
presence of the four pillars as preference because, of the nine characteristics Goff identified, they 
appear the most in advertisements. Lastly, the fact that the frequency of these portrayals has not 
decreased by more than 8%  in nearly 50 years (with the case of physical subordination) and 
even increased with the case of objectification shows that they are still popular beliefs regarding 
how women do or should behave. 
 While these percentages may seem insignificant, the fact that they exist at all and have 
not, yet, disappeared completely speaks to the importance of recognizing the confines placed on 
women in early American history and how they developed up to and beyond the Cult of True 
Womanhood. By identifying centuries-old ideologies in prominent twenty-first century media, 
one can understand the urgency for socially reconstructing how people conceptualize women and 
their behavior. As American society continues to grow and develop, the ways in which people 
choose to express their gender and sexuality will develop with it. So, knowing this, it is very 
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dangerous to continue buying into the old confines on women because they will only continue to 
apply to fewer and fewer women. Continuing the exclusivity of the category of woman is 
damaging to how women view themselves as well as relate to one another and the reasons for 
this can be seen through the experiences of Black women and women in the LGBT community  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Chapter 2: Reconstructing Black Womanhood 
 Before analysis on the hardships that Black women experience as American women can 
begin, it is crucial to understand the impact slavery had on the social category of woman. I argue 
that slavery impacted the social category of woman not only because masses of women were 
enslaved but also because the institution altered how Black and Caucasian women think about 
Black womanhood in particular. As shown through their diaries and journals as well as the 
narratives of slave women, slaveholding Caucasian women supported the dehumanization of 
slaves and found satisfaction in their position as mistresses of slaveholding households.  1
Furthermore, the active participation of slaveholding Caucasian women in slavery was a driving 
force behind the exclusion of Black women from the category of woman. As a result, slave 
women began to reconstruct the category of woman as a means of carving out for themselves a 
position in society as well as counteracting the oppression imposed on them by Caucasian 
womanhood. These reconstructions are numerous but I will be focusing on its appearance in the 
narratives of Mary Prince and Harriet Jacobs in addition to the fictional works of Zora Neale 
Hurston and Toni Morrison. 
 I contend that Caucasian slaveholding women were part of the driving force behind the 
social exclusion of Black women because they essentially became stewards of the patriarchal 
principles that confined women. As discussed in the previous chapter, while they did not create 
the confines on womanhood, Caucasian women played a crucial role in perpetuating a 
constrained view of womanhood by publishing conservative domestic manuals and articles in 
women’s magazines. By participating in publishing these articles, women like Sarah Ellis 
 It is important to acknowledge that, because my sources speak specifically about slaveholding 1
women, I cannot speak to the beliefs of women whose families did not practice slavery.
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portrayed womanhood as an exclusive club in which women have to meet certain standards to 
belong. For Caucasian women in the South, social belonging was important because, in a society 
in which some women were treated as less than human (as was the case of Black women in the 
Plantation South), it was important to create a distinction between them and oneself (Fox-
Genovese, 285). This motivation to solidify social distinction in a slave society is credited as 
being foundational to the lives of Southern women in Elizabeth Fox-Genovese’s Within the 
Plantation Household: Black and White Women of the South (1988).  
The Attitudes of Slaveholding Women According to Fox-Genovese 
 According to Fox-Genovese, "Slaveholding women differed in their explicit criteria for 
belonging, with some emphasizing breeding, some manners, some character, but they essentially 
agreed on the fundamentals. To be welcomed into their circle, a woman must be a lady” (285). 
This emphasis on belonging meant that slaveholding women of the South were not opposed to 
creating divisions between themselves and other women and some even went as far as to 
condemn women who did not meet the standards for a "Southern Lady."  In Within the Plantation 
Household, Fox-Genovese states that southern ladies often cast judgment on women who 
violated the confines on  womanhood by publicly criticizing them and cutting-off 
communication with them (290). Furthermore, because they were considered to be parts of the 
household, slave women were not qualified to be “Southern Ladies” in the eyes of slaveholding 
Caucasian women and, as a result, these women helped to develop and perpetuate the belief that 
Black women were not women.  
 In Within the Plantation Household, Fox-Genovese discusses the social importance that 
was placed on the idea of the “Southern Lady” and in doing so, exposes how its 
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conceptualization was incompatible with the existence of Black womanhood. Similar to the 
concept of the "True Woman” that emerged with the Cult of True Womanhood, “The southern 
lady was expected to manifest in her character and bearing all that was best in her society... she 
was to devote herself to charm and nurture within the circle of her own household” (Fox-
Genovese, 247). But, the “Southern Lady” differs from the “True Woman” because, as shown 
through the language of Fox-Genovese, their allegiance was primarily to those within her family 
and “True Women” are meant to care for everyone they encounter with the same high level of 
care. “Southern Ladies” were meant to show more dedication to their household because, in the 
South, the economy was tied to the household and, as a result, there was more value placed on 
the household (Fox-Genovese, 65).  Additionally, the “Southern Lady” was meant to be delicate, 2
dependent on others for work, “and innocent of any hint of hunger, temper, or passion” (Fox-
Genovese, 247). As a result, servants became a requirement for all “Southern Ladies” so that 
they could avoid having to engage in the work that was considered to be “undignified” for 
“Southern Ladies” (Fox-Genovese, 248). This belief made servants a tool of the household and 
rendered the “Southern Lady” incompatible with Black womanhood because, as servants to 
Caucasian women during slavery, their personhood was rejected.   
 According to the information provided by  Fox-Genovese, the incompatibility between 
the “Southern Lady” and Black womanhood was the foundation for slaveholding women’s 
decision to not consider slavery an inhumane act against women. She instead suggests that 
slaveholding women mainly disagreed with the structure of the institution of slavery because it 
 While the Northern economy was initially tied to the household structure, this diminished when 2
merchant capitalism began. Therefore, the Northern household became more socially important 
while the Southern household remained both economically and socially important.
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further subordinated wives to their husbands (Fox-Genovese, 415). In the Southern household 
structure, the wife maintained the household but it was the husband who was the ultimate ruler of 
the household and, to slaveholding women like Mary Chestnut, slavery only enhanced that 
dynamic because it centralized the role of the master (Fox-Genovese, 422).  
 Born into the slaveholding elite of South Carolina and the wife of a slaveholder, Mary 
Chestnut detailed her experiences and views in a diary that covered the American Revolution 
through the Civil War. In one entry, Chestnut recalls walking past a public slave auction that very 
day: 
I saw to day a sale of Negroes— Mulatto women in silk dresses- one girl was on the 
stand… she looked as coy and pleased as the bidder. South Carolina slaveholder as I am 
my very soul sickened— it is too dreadful. I tried to reason— this is not worse than the 
willing sale most women make of themselves in marriage— nor can the consequences be 
worse. The Bible authorizes marriage & slavery— poor women! poor slaves! (Fox-
Genovese, 421) 
This entry illustrates Fox-Genovese’s claim that many slave women opposed slavery because it 
subordinated Caucasian women. Chestnut’s disgust is not at the act of a woman being sold, but at 
the idea that the slave women are trying to entice the male slaveowners. By drawing attention to 
their silk dresses and saying that one of the women was “as coy and pleased as the bidder,” 
Chestnut ignored the savagery of purchasing another human and, instead, expressed the belief 
that slavery was essentially a business transaction between willing parties. In Chestnut’s eyes, 
the women have dressed themselves in this way to heighten their chances of being bought and 
!41
that, to her, was what was sickening.  Additionally, in the entry, Chestnut compared slavery to 3
marriage in a slave society by saying that a woman being sold was not worse than her getting 
married. By doing so, Chestnut expressed her belief that marriage in southern slave society was 
worse than being sold and Fox-Genovese affirms that other slaveholding women shared that 
belief (439). But, while they were critical of their society for the effect it had on their lives (i.e. 
enhancing their subordination), Fox-Genovese states that many slaveholding women did not see 
that as grounds to eliminate the institution, overall, because they enjoyed the privileged social 
position it afforded them (440).  
 In addition to arguing that Southern slaveholding women did not oppose the inhumane 
nature of slavery, Fox-Genovese also shows that slaveholding women benefitted from the 
institution because they enjoyed the status and relief from household work. As mentioned 
previously, owning and maintaining servants was directly tied to the concept of the “Southern 
Lady.” Therefore, slaveholding women in Southern society were envied by those who did not 
own slaves and reaped the rewards of being considered the epitome of what a woman should be 
(Fox-Genovese, 75). According to Fox-Genovese, “piety and piemaking” no longer interested the 
slaveholding women who became accustomed to slaves completing “menial” domestic tasks 
(439).  So, when it came to criticizing the institution, many slaveholding women acknowledged 4
its possible negative effects but supported its continuance because it allowed them to escape 
work that they came to view as demeaning (i.e. cooking and cleaning) (Fox-Genovese, 441). 
 It is more likely that the women being sold were put in the dresses by whoever was selling 3
them but that was not stated explicitly in the reference.
 In the first chapter, I discussed piety as a central aspect of the traditional confines on 4
womanhood. Its rejection by slaveholding women further speaks to how the traditional confines 
on womanhood were not accurate to the actual lives and desires of women.
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Based on Fox-Genovese’s work, it can be said that slaveholding women of the South were fairly 
self-interested, in the sense that they acted according to what they thought would lessen their 
social subordination. 
 When discussing the attitudes of slaveholding Caucasian women, Within the Plantation 
Household is a useful source for many reasons. By using diary entries, newspaper articles, and 
referencing the greater political and economic climate of the United States during the 
Antebellum Period, Fox-Genovese has taken-on "a sophisticated, multidisciplinary approach" 
that gives accuracy to her claims (Grant, 344). Additionally critics of her work have 
acknowledged the value of her use of "a psychological approach" when talking about the 
relationship between white mistresses and their Black slaves (Grant, 345). This "psychological 
approach" was shown in the way she evaluated slaveholding women as figures who whole-
heartedly believed in the institution of slavery rather than evaluating them as products of the 
institution. By doing so, she drew attention to how their actions were tied to their personal 
perceptions and, thus, makes the “household” structure open to further analysis because it gives 
the core of this structure, the woman, a deeper significance. Additionally Fox-Genovese’s work 
provides crucial insight into how these women viewed their own actions and the role they played 
in slavery because all of the women she refers to believe that they are still socially elevated and 
morally just women. 
 But, Within the Plantation Household has its weaknesses. Firstly, the scope of the book is 
very limited in that it only covers the lives and experiences of the elite of Southern society. 
Therefore, the information the Fox-Genovese gathers cannot even be applied across all Southern 
women because not every Southern woman came from an upperclass slaveholding family. 
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Furthermore, Fox-Genovese’s central focus on Southern slaveholding women ignores the fact 
that Northern women and Northern-raised women in the South also participated in slavery. By 
doing so, she casts Southern slaveholding women as different from Northern and Northern-raised 
Southern slaveholding women, which is damaging because it minimizes the severity of slavery 
by saying implying it was tempered by region. Lastly, the validity of Within the Plantation 
Household can be questioned because Fox-Genovese, like many other historians, promoted the 
misleading idea that Southern Caucasian women did not have any power in their household 
(Glymph, 26).  While they did not have the same ultimate power as their husbands, Southern 5
Caucasian women acted independently in their relations with household slaves. Denying the 
existence of this power minimizes the severity of the cruel and degrading acts they chose to 
inflict upon their slaves. 
The Attitudes of Slaveholding Women According to Glymph 
 In an example of important twenty first century historiography, Out of the House of 
Bondage: The Transformation of the Plantation Household (2003), by Thavolia Glymph, 
analyzes the behaviors and motivations of Caucasian slaveholding women both before and after 
the Civil War. While seemingly similar to the work of Fox-Genovese, Glymph’s characterization 
of slaveholding women is actually quite different because she views slaveholding women as both 
victims of gender-based subordination and staunch believers in slavery (53). Essentially,  
Glymph discusses slaveholding women as willing and integral parts of the mechanism that 
maintained slavery in the South, which allows her to make sense of the intense cruelty that 
mistresses inflicted upon their slaves. Through the recollections of their actions captured in 
 I would like to note that, while I doubt the validity of Fox-Genovese’s content, I do not doubt 5
the accuracy of the claims she makes 
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diaries, journals, and published narratives, Glymph illustrates to readers that the violence 
characteristic of slaveholding women made them “ [active] members of the master class in the 
construction and management of slavery”(26). 
 In Out of the House of Bondage, Glymph begins by addressing the treatment of the 
Southern household by everyday citizens and historians in the “Lost Cause” propaganda of the 
Antebellum South. Popularized towards the end of the Civil War, Lost Cause propaganda were 
books, pamphlets, and articles published with the intention of depicting the pre-Civil War South 
as a peaceful landscape that the South “must” return to (Glymph, 21). In the propaganda, writers 
would refer to the “delicacies” of Southern life before the war, and one of those “delicacies” was 
the “Southern Lady” (Glymph, 21). According to the writers, “Southern Ladies” were delicate 
and moral figures who acted as the passive counterparts to their husband’s dominant and brasher 
behavior and this characterization was one that was maintained by historians such as Elizabeth 
Fox-Genovese (Glypmh, 24). By analyzing slaveholding women as the passive and delicate 
figures writers of Lost Cause propaganda depicted them as, historians of the Antebellum Period 
have largely ignored the notion that they acted on their own motivations. Glymph takes issue 
with this because, she claims, doing so allowed slaveholding women to remain “essentially 
unsullied by the violence, indecency, and racism endemic to slaveholding societies” (24).  
Additionally, Glymph took issue with this historical treatment of slaveholding women because it 
was incompatible with the vivid depictions of cruel mistresses that were captured in slave 
narratives (25). In this chapter, I will discuss two slave narratives which illustrate the brutality of 
slaveholding women and underscore the importance of Antebellum historians not contradicting 
them with inaccurate portrayals of slaveholding women. 
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 According to Glymph, the promotion of slaveholding women as submissive and docile, 
supplied by Antebellum historians, was contradictory to a majority of the depictions captured in 
slave narratives (25). She then goes on to state that this contradiction has been harmful to the 
narratives because it erased a significant cause for resistance felt by Black women. Often, when 
Black women resisted the plantation system, they resisted the authority that mistresses exercised. 
Therefore, if the mistresses are historically recognized as something other than status-conscious 
authoritarians, a foundational focus of Black women’s resistance is eliminated, thus, minimizing 
their experiences (Glymph, 28). Furthermore, when the violence of slaveholding women was 
acknowledged by historians, Glymph states that it was frequently classified as “random or 
‘normal’ violence,” which was defined as “unpremeditated violence generally on a small 
scale” (30). Classification of their violence in such a way did a disservice to the lives and 
existences of former slaves because, to them, mistresses were incredibly intentional and 
imaginative when it came to inflicting physical and mental pain upon their slaves (Glymph, 31).  
 For instance, in Out of the House of Bondage, Glymph references the narrative of Ria 
Sorrell, a slave from North Carolina, in which she recalled how her mistress would subject her to 
“petty cruelties” at unsuspecting times by threatening her with physical violence if she could not 
complete unreasonable or difficult tasks (31). While her mistress’s actions were technically 
random in the sense that they manifested at arbitrary times, her tendency to tie physical violence 
to completing difficult tasks, without the influence of her husband, alluded to her preference for 
physical violence as a symbol of power. This mentality of using physical violence as evidence of 
one’s power was a mentality that can be reasonably applied across the whole population of 
slaveholding women Glymph writes: 
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Violence in the plantation household transgressed the idea of white female gentility… In 
fact, physical conflict seems to have occurred much more frequently between mistresses 
and slaves than between masters and slaves. More than masters, mistresses seem to have 
ignored strictures governing slave management. (36) 
 The frequency and nature of the harsh punishments that slaveholding women inflicted 
upon their slaves supports the notion that they actually held a fair amount of power within the 
household structure because these women were usually acting independently of their husband’s 
wishes. Because they were not formally instructed on when, where, how, and why to punish a 
slave, when a mistress beat her slave it was often because she wanted to. The actual power of the 
mistresses was further supported by the growth of popularity that domesticity experienced in the 
Antebellum Period (Glymph, 65). From the Antebellum Period to the twentieth century, ideals of 
domesticity were as popular in the South as they were in the North, and mistresses were judged 
heavily based on their ability to meet these standards (Glymph, 64). But, because slaves fulfilled 
a significant role when it came to completing domestic work, southern notions of domesticity 
were very different from those of the North (Glymph, 65). The southern model of domesticity 
established the plantation household as the principle site for southern white womanhood and 
classified Black women as “vessels of disorder and fifth” within this site that mistresses were 
responsible for civilizing through their guidance (Glymph, 65).  
 From its placement within southern white womanhood, “civilizing” Black women 
became a principle of white womanhood, but the way in which white women chose to enact their 
mission illustrated that what they truly valued was the dominant status the “responsibility” gave 
them over Black women. Rather than giving any form of practical guidance, mistresses chose to 
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“civilize” their female slaves by forcing them to do difficult, demeaning tasks then inflicting 
“corrective” punishments on them if they did not complete the tasks to their satisfaction 
(Glymph, 64). One mistress, Tryphena Fox, recorded in her diary that she and her husband hired 
and purchased female slaves for their household but could never find one to suit them because 
they were all “slow & stupid” shirkers (Glymph 68).  Then, in a following entry, Fox goes on to 6
state that she sent her newest slave, Susan, to be punished at her father’s plantation for a month 
because she ran away after she received a beating (Glymph, 68). Both of these entries represent 
how slaveholding women valued the power that came from being in a socially dominant position 
over Black women because, when the slaves do not fulfill the tasks to Fox’s standards, she 
chooses to further subordinate them (by deeming them simple-minded) and punish them rather 
than instructing them on how to better complete the task (i.e. the action that should have been 
taken place if she truly believed in her responsibility to “civilize” slave women). 
 The “responsibility” to “civilize” slave women that was perpetuated in the rhetoric 
describing Southern domesticity became a “responsibility” to subordinate slave women because, 
through their subordination, the status of the mistress was secured. As the representative of 
womanhood in the household structure, the mistress held a significant amount of symbolic 
importance, and having the figure of the subordinated Black female slave to contrast them 
 It is important to not that, originally, Tryphena Fox was a Northern woman and she did not 6
move to the South until marriage. I find this important to note because he information presented 
in Fox-Genovese’s book implied an ideological difference between Southern and Northern 
women that led to Southern women developing different attitudes towards slavery. But, Tryphena 
Fox illustrates the inaccuracy of that implication because she was born and raised in the North 
but still became a cruel mistress when she moved to the South. Therefore, Fox represents the 
under-acknowledged similarity between Northern and Southern Caucasian women in their 
attitudes towards slavery.
!48
solidified their elite status (Glymph, 74). Having the figure of the black woman to fulfill a 
subordinate role within the household became so vital to the security of white womanhood that 
southern women began to argue that managing a household, alone, robs a woman of her 
femininity and that, “No white woman of any standing, nor who hoped to have any, did her own 
housework” (Glymph, 76). Typhena Fox, after trying to manage her household with “too few” 
slaves, even claimed that the work she did to make up for the lack of help turned her as dark as a 
mulatress, crass, and ugly (Glymph, 75). In saying this, Fox essentially implied that the slave 
was vital to white womanhood because, without having one present to do the grueling domestic 
work, white women would lose their status and become like the slaves. 
 While Glymph established that slaveholding women enjoyed the power that came with 
their position and at the sake of black women, she also affirmed that Black women remained 
resistant to the ideology of the plantation structure (Glymph, 37). As domestic servants, female 
slaves were able to witness the true cruelty of their mistresses because of the amount of time they 
spent in relatively close quarters. Slave women recognized that the violence their mistresses 
participated in contradicted the idea of white female gentility and, as a result, many did not 
regard them as inherently dominant figures (Glymph, 36). Some slave women even went as far 
as to fight back physically against their mistresses when they tried to deliver unwarranted 
punishment. For example, Josie Jordan, a slave from Oklahoma, recalls in her narrative a time 
when her own mother fought their mistress in the kitchen after she tried to beat her mother with a 
broomstick for moving too slowly (Glymph, 37). Additionally, during a conspiracy to kill all of 
the slaveowners of Second Creek, Mississippi in 1861, the slaves spearheading the conspiracy 
stated that one of their motivations was to stop “the abuse that their sisters, daughters, and wives 
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had suffered at the hands of white women” (Glymph, 41). The resistance against mistresses by 
slave women, whether it be in the form of them physically retaliating or refusing to do domestic 
work, represented their refusal of the standards of southern womanhood because the elite 
slaveholding woman was the perceived epitome. In response to the recognized false ideal, slave 
women began to reconstruct womanhood for themselves with principles that they felt were more 
relevant to their experiences. Rather than identifying themselves by their ability to run a 
traditional plantation household, they came to identify Black womanhood with the principles of 
compassion, resilience, and familial bonds. The reconstruction of womanhood for Black women 
was a process that can be seen in the recollections of slave narratives. 
Reconstructing Black Womanhood Through Nineteenth Century Slave Narratives 
 Next to the journals and diaries written by women throughout American history, slave 
narratives provide the most accurate insight into the dynamics among women both during and 
after slavery. I make this claim because the narratives provide readers with first-hand accounts of 
how slavery was practiced and maintained, which can be more descriptive than the conclusions 
drawn by historians of a different time period. Commonly, historical analysis tends to credit male 
figures as being the driving force of slavery as well as the foundation for the mechanism that 
maintained it (Glymph, 21). But, through the first-hand accounts in slave narratives, we can see 
that, as Glymph argues in Out of the House of Bondage, mistresses were “just as” instrumental in 
the institution of slavery because they helped to maintain and advance its cruel practices. 
Furthermore, because slaveholding women were instrumental in the institution of slavery, slave 
women became resistant to emulating their version of womanhood and, instead, began to 
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conceptualize Black womanhood on the foundations of compassion, resilience, and familial 
bonds. 
 While similar to the historical conceptions of womanhood for Caucasian women, the 
conception of womanhood that emerged out of slave narratives was different because it was 
created to describe women as they are rather than as they should be. Therefore, the practice of 
the principles for reconstructed womanhood was less uniform in that all Black women did not 
display the principles to the same degree. Furthermore, because Black women were social 
“Others,” their conceptions of womanhood did not receive the same level of codification and 
promotion as conceptions of white womanhood like the “True Woman” and the “Southern Lady.” 
Through analysis of the narratives of Mary Prince and Harriet Jacobs, I will illustrate how the 
reconstruction of Black womanhood emerged as a response to the oppression they endured on 
behalf of Caucasian society.  
 Published in 1831, The History of Mary Prince, a West Indian Slave, Related by Herself 
is recognized as being a significant slave narrative because it acted as a symbol of resistance to 
the powerful institution of slavery.  At the time of its publication, slavery was still legal in Great 7
Britain as well as the British colonies but Mary Prince’s benefactor, Thomas Pringle, wanted to 
 While Prince’s narrative is recognized as providing significant insight into the experiences of 7
slave women, it is not without its possible weaknesses. In the preface, Thomas Pringle 
acknowledges that the narrative was written and “pruned” by another woman who was a visitor 
in his household, which allows room for criticism of the authenticity of Prince’s narrative. 
Furthermore in the postscript to the second edition (i.e. the edition prior to the one that I am 
using), Pringle states that Prince had gone completely blind. Because of her blindness, it is very 
possible Prince never oversaw the editing of the second edition and, therefore, some of the 
original content could be lost. But, even with these limitations, the narrative is useful because 
literary critics like Sandra Paquet, affirm that it “retains a qualitative uniqueness that is…
distinctly a Black woman’s and distinctly a slave’s” (Paquet, 131).
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publish her narrative to support the anti-slavery campaign (Paquet, 131). Pringle, the Secretary of 
the Anti-Slavery Society, sought to help expose the inhumane brutality of slavery through 
Prince’s recollection because, in it, she recalls the ways violence and feelings of dehumanization 
followed her in every stage of her life. The violence and dehumanization Prince experienced was 
largely due to the actions of her various mistresses, so her narrative also serves as a commentary 
on the role of mistresses in the institution of slavery.  
 When her narrative begins, Prince recalls that her first experience with the “trial” of 
slavery occurred when her first mistress, Mrs. Williams, hired her to another woman, Mrs. 
Pruden, when she became too poor to keep all of her household slaves. Prince stated that this 
event was traumatizing to her because, at the time, she was 12 years old and believed Mrs. 
Williams to be like a second mother to her. When talking about her first mistress, Prince says, 
I was truly attached to her, and, next to my own mother, loved her better than any 
creature in the world. My obedience to her commands was cheerfully given: it spun 
solely from the affection I felt for her, and not from fear of the power which the white 
people’s law had given her over me. (Prince, 2) 
 In this description of her perception of her first mistress, readers can see that Prince 
originally believed the figure of the mistress to be one capable of love and care, which is why 
she remained obedient to her. Prince’s belief in her mistress’s kindness was what led to her 
heartbreak at being hired out because her hiring out exposed how, to her mistress, Prince was a 
piece of property for her to use and pass on when she saw fit. On the day she had to leave for 
Mrs. Pruden's household, Prince recalls that she “cried bitterly” and “thought [her] young heart 
would break,” but she was forced to go because she had “no help” (Prince, 2). This experience 
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exposes the inhumane nature of slavery because, at 12 years old, Prince was sent from the only 
home she ever knew to do domestic service in a stranger’s household for the benefit of those who 
owned her. But it was not until Prince was officially sold to a new family that she experienced 
the baseless cruelty that mistresses were capable of and began to resist the power they 
represented. 
 After the death of Mrs. Williams, Mr. Williams chose to remarry and decided to sell Mary 
and her siblings in order to pay for his new wedding (Prince, 5). For Mary, being sold marked the 
beginning of her resistance because it was from her new home that she ran away for the first time 
in her life. For a slave who was previously loyal to her owners and believed in their capacity for 
kindness, running away was an act that she probably never considered before. But after 
witnessing the brutality of Mr. and Mrs.I—, any loyalty that Mary was willing to give to her 
owners disappeared.  On the first day at Mrs. and Mr. I—’s household, Prince witnessed the 8
brutal beating of an overworked slave, Hetty, after she told Mrs. I— that she had not yet finished 
all of the tasks that were assigned to her that day (Prince, 6). In response,   Mr. I— used an old 
cow skin to brutalize Hetty and continued to do so even when Hetty begged for mercy and 
claimed the beating was killing her (Prince, 7). For Mary, the beating was traumatizing; it led her 
to realize that, in the eyes of masters and mistresses, slaves were household tools that could be 
used however they pleased and beaten into submission. Then, when she, herself, experienced the 
injustice of receiving unwarranted punishment after a cow escaped, she resisted her owner’s 
power by running back to household she was raised in because her mother remained there 
 For the sake of safety and privacy, Mary Prince changed or shortened the names of some of the 8
people she encountered. 
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(Prince, 9). And, after being returned to Mrs. and Mr. I—’s by her father, Mary’s resistant streak 
continued with her aspirations to purchase her freedom and live as a free person in the West 
Indies. Mary’s return to Mrs. and Mr. I— and subsequent decision to liberate herself from 
slavery are very significant to her story because it is where she began to recognize herself as an 
independent person deserving of freedom and, in doing so, she initiated the reconstruction and 
assertion of her womanhood. 
 The construction and assertion of Mary’s womanhood commenced with her decision to 
liberate herself from slavery and increased in earnestness after being sold to new owners on the 
island of Turks (Prince, 11). While on Turks, Mary encounters another cruel mistress in the 
figure of Mrs. Wood, which drives her to construct her womanhood as the antithesis of 
Caucasian womanhood. Through Mrs. Woods’s actions, Mary sees the corruption of Caucasian 
womanhood because Mrs. Wood constantly went out of her way to identify reasons to mistreat 
her slaves. In recollection, Mary details a time when her mistress followed her around for a 
whole day and constantly scolded and hit her for various perceived infractions (Prince, 15). 
Additionally, Mary stated that every time she became sick, her mistress would brutally beat her 
for missing work then attempt to sell her to another owner (Prince, 15). Instances like these 
exposed the corruption of Caucasian womanhood to Mary because the cruelty of the acts 
contradicted the perceived civilized and elite status of mistresses. As a result of the observed 
contradiction, Mary began to resist overtly the figure of the mistress and, in turn, Caucasian 
womanhood, by speaking out against her mistress and taking active steps to raise funds to 
purchase her freedom (Prince, 15). 
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 Both of the steps of talking back against her mistress and raising funds for her liberation 
were steps towards Mary’s reconstruction of womanhood because they illustrated the fact that 
Mary was no longer mentally subordinated. Previously, when Mary did not speak out against the 
injustices inflicted upon her and her family members and did not actively seek to free herself 
from slavery, it was not because she feared the power of Caucasian society but because she did 
not yet recognize the severity of her position. As a slave child living with the Williams family, 
Prince was treated relatively well and enjoyed caring for the children of the family (Prince, 1). 
As a result, she became mentally subordinated because she believed that she lived a fairly 
fulfilling and satisfactory life despite the fact that she had owners who viewed her as a household 
tool rather than a human. But, when she observed the realities of slavery and the corruption of 
the figures that practice it, Mary was no longer satisfied with obtaining “good treatment for a 
slave” and, instead, wanted to be treated like a human. Her desire for the rights of a socially 
acknowledged human illustrated the end of her mental subordination and, with that, the 
beginning of her assertion of self.  
 Mary’s assertion of self continued on the island of Turks when she adopted religion and 
decided to take a husband (Prince, 19). Mary’s adoption of religion illustrated her assertion of 
self as well as a step in the construction of her womanhood because it encouraged her to embrace 
self-reflection and sparked her dedication to compassion. In recollection about her experiences 
with religion, Prince says,  
I dearly loved to go to the church, it was so solemn. I never knew rightly that I had much 
sin till I went there. When I found out that I was a great sinner, I was very sorely grieved, 
and very much frightened. I used to pray God to pardon my sins for Christ's sake, and 
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forgive me for every thing I had done amiss; and when I went home to my work, I 
always thought about what I had heard from the missionaries, and wished to be good that 
I might go to heaven. (Prince 14) 
In this, readers see the emergence of her embrace of self reflection because, rather than listening 
to the sermons and ignoring their true message, Prince used them to look back on her past, 
recognize the missteps, and ask for forgiveness. As discussed preciously, Caucasian women 
interpreted their religious ties as grounds to consider themselves morally superior figures while 
Black women viewed their ties as grounds to view themselves as flawed beings who required 
self-improvement to obtain divine forgiveness. Readers can see this difference in interpretation 
in the final lines of the passage when Mary states that church encouraged her to seek God’s 
forgiveness for her sins so that she may go to Heaven. Therefore, it can be said that  Mary 
Prince’s journey illustrated a fundamental difference between Caucasian womanhood and Black 
womanhood because there is no assumption of inherent “correctness.” Furthermore, Prince’s, 
involvement with religion marks her dedication to compassion in the sense that she became 
concerned for the state of the souls of those she cared for. For example, when Mary met Daniel 
James, the man she eventually married, she stated that, when he proposed, she “took time to 
consider the matter” and would not agree to until he went and joined the church (Prince, 17). 
Doing so illustrated the development of her compassion because she was motivated by concern 
for the state of Daniel’s soul and wanted him to experience self-reflection and forgiveness so that 
he, too, could go to heaven one day.  
 Although she never obtained freedom to the extent that she wished when she first came to 
the island of Turks, Mary Prince’s story was a representation of resilience as a foundational 
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quality of Black womanhood. Throughout Prince’s story, after she made the choice to seek 
freedom, she never relented in her desires for a life of equality that was free of social restrictions. 
The very act of publishing the narrative in England during a time when slavery was still legal 
illustrated how resilience became a core part of her identity because she chose to speak out, 
knowing that there would be people that did not agree with the abolishment of slavery. 
Furthermore, an argument can be made that the foundational principles of resilience, familial 
bonds, and compassion introduced in Mary Prince’s narrative are principles that can be applied 
across Black women because they appear in the constructions of womanhood in other slave 
narratives. 
 For example, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (1861), a narrative written by Harriet 
Jacobs, uses the story of Linda Brent (a fictional character based on Jacobs) to appeal to 
Caucasian women and illuminate the experiences of Black women in slavery. In doing so, Jacobs 
emphasizes the division that existed between Black and White women in America and, in 
emphasizing the division, she conceptualizes Black womanhood as an experience characterized 
by resilience, compassion, and familial bonds. 
 The division among women addressed in Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl  was 
different from the division in Mary Prince’s narrative because Jacobs is explicit about the 
division she sees and the significance of that division. Readers see Jacobs’s explicit address of 
the division between Caucasian and Black women in the second chapter when she briefly states 
her family’s history as hard working slaves, then observes about her mistress, 
Mrs. Flint, like many southern women, was totally deficient in energy...But her nerves 
were so strong, that she could sit in her easy chair and see a woman whipped, till the 
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blood trickled from every stroke of the lash...If dinner was not served at the exact time 
on a particular Sunday, she would station herself in the kitchen, and wait till it was 
dished, and then spit in all the kettles and pans that had been used for cooking. She did 
this to prevent the cook and her children from eking out their meagre fare with the 
remains of the gravy and other scrapings. The slaves could get nothing to eat except 
what she chose to give them. (Jacobs, 19) 
Foremost, by including the phrase “like many southern women,” Jacobs communicates to her 
readers that the characterization of Mrs. Flint is one that can be applied across Caucasian women 
of the South. Also, detailing Mrs. Flint’s cruel behavior directly after recalling Brent’s family’s 
long history as hard working slaves who were treated unfairly implies that her family members 
were treated as such because Caucasian women viewed themselves as superior and entitled to 
treating Black women with cruelty. The entitlement felt by slaveholding women was rooted in 
the fact that, as discussed by Glymph, Black women were subordinated within the 
conceptualization of the “Southern Lady” as household tools. Jacobs giving credit to Caucasian 
women for the traumatizing experiences of Black women in slavery was an act of resistance 
because she acknowledged the mistress as an active participant in slavery and communicated that 
Black women were resistant to the influence of the mistress.  
 In the second chapter, Jacob further illustrates her resistance by showing disdain for 
Caucasian womanhood when she details a mistress smiling as she watches a Black woman’s 
daughter die in childbirth. In the scene, the mother wishes for her daughter to go to heaven but 
the mistress tells her, “There is no such place for the like of her and her bastard” (Jacobs, 22). 
Then, as she is leaving the room, Linda Brent notes, “When she left the room, the scornful smile 
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was still on her lips. Seven children called her mother. The poor Black woman had but the one 
child, whose eyes she saw closing in death” (Jacobs, 22). Here, Jacobs implies that the cruelty of 
Caucasian women has less to do with the institution of slavery and more to do with their 
conception of womanhood because she depicts the mistress as pleased by the slave losing a 
traditional symbol of womanhood (motherhood) rather than some other reason. In doing this, 
Jacobs resists the notion that Caucasian womanhood is classified by submission and fragility 
and, instead, suggests it is closer linked to entitlement and superiority. Additionally, Jacobs’s 
inclusion of the event without even attempting to excuse the mistress’s behavior illustrates her 
disdain because it encouraged her readers to feel the disgust towards the behavior of Caucasian 
women that she also felt. 
  In response to this disgust, Harriet Jacobs as Linda Brent refuses to sensationalize the 
womanhood of Caucasian women by striving for their lives and, instead, reconstructs 
womanhood in a way that best fits Black women. To reconstruct womanhood, Jacobs brought 
attention to the moments of empowerment for Linda Brent because they are different from the 
moments that Caucasian women found to be empowering. As shown with the scene at the end of 
the second chapter, mistresses seemed to feel empowered in moments when they were able to 
exercise power and dominance over others (specifically Black women). But, the empowering 
moments for Linda Brent came when she was resisting the power that others were trying to 
exercise over her. Readers see this in the fourth chapter when Dr. Flint, the master of the 
household, aggressively expressed interest in sexually abusing Linda Brent. On this Jacobs 
writes, “When he told me I was made for his use, made to obey his command in every thing; that 
I was nothing but a slave, whose will must and should surrender to his, never before had my 
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puny arm felt half so strong” (Jacobs, 26).  For Brent, that moment was empowering enough to 9
make her “puny arm” feel twice as strong because her master’s attempt to assert his dominance 
over her only made her realize how wrong she was since she did not feel subordinate to him. So, 
rather than compelling her into mentally subordinating herself, the words of her master solidified 
Linda’s belief that she was an independent being with autonomy that should not be encroached 
upon. Jacobs communicates as much when Linda reflects, “I had felt, seen, and heard enough, to 
read the characters, and question the motives, of those around me. The war of my life had begun; 
and though one of God’s most powerless creatures, I resolved never to be conquered” (Jacobs, 
27). Brent’s resolution to never be conquered can also be seen as the emergence of resilience as a 
foundational quality of her womanhood. 
 Another empowering moment that motivated Brent’s construction of Black womanhood 
came when Linda Brent told Mrs. Flint of her husband’s behavior (Jacobs, 49). While colored by 
the fact that it emerged out of the threat of sexual assault, the events that transpired between 
Linda and Mrs. Flint after she revealed the truth can be seen as empowering for Linda because 
they led to her to feeling compassion for the state of Caucasian women.  Once she tells her 10
mistress, Mrs. Flint attempted to stop her husband’s advances and even went as far as to confront 
her husband verbally in regard to the accusations (Jacobs, 50). But, Dr. Flint minimized the 
accusations by claiming Mrs. Flint tortured Linda into making them which, in turn, humiliated 
 Italics in original9
 I must note here that while I claim that Linda Brent developed compassion for the Caucasian 10
women, I am not implying that Brent excused their actions or held them less culpable than 
masters in the institution of slavery. Much like Glymph with her work Out of the House of 
Bondage, Harriet Jacobs, through the character of Linda Brent, holds Caucasian women 
responsible for the role they played in slavery while also acknowledging that they were victims 
of social pressures and expectations.
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Mrs. Flint while implicating her as a liar and a manipulator (Jacobs, 50). Witnessing this 
interaction was an empowering moment for Linda Brent because her childhood had been ridden 
with others trying to assert their dominance over her. And, the scene led her to acknowledge that 
mistresses were not-all powerful figures because they, too, were subordinated by their husbands. 
Linda realizing this was an empowering moment for her because it reenforced her conviction that 
the mistreatment of slaves by mistresses was unjust since it was justified by the social 
positioning of mistresses and discovering that mistresses were socially subordinated figures 
erased their inherently superior image and compromised the justification. As Linda contemplates 
how sorrowful the condition of mistresses can be, Jacobs writes, 
The poor girls have romantic notions of a sunny clime, and of the flowering vines that all 
the year round shade a happy home. To what disappointments are they destined! The 
young wife soon learns that the husband in whose hands she has placed her happiness 
pays no regard to his marriage vows. Children of every shade and complexion play with 
her own fair babies, and too well she knows that they are born unto him of his own 
household. Jealousy and hatred enter the flowery home, and it is ravaged of its 
loveliness. (Jacobs, 51) 
In this acknowledgement, Linda Brent moved herself further away from mental subordination by 
noting the insufficiencies of the lives of mistresses and by, essentially, becoming a critic of 
Caucasian womanhood. By addressing the experiences and behavior of Caucasian women, 
proving that she does not share them, then sharing her own experiences and behaviors, Jacobs 
implies through Brent that Black womanhood is separate from the traditional construction of 
Caucasian womanhood.  
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 Jacobs goes on to further show the difference between the construction of Black 
womanhood and Caucasian womanhood through Linda Brent’s experiences with the creation and 
maintenance of familial bonds. For Caucasian women, the creation and maintenance of a family 
was a widely supported social expectation. But, for Black women, it became an act of resistance 
because they were intended to only show dedication to households of Caucasian women rather 
than their own. Readers see Brent creating these bonds as an act of resistance and an assertion of 
Black womanhood when she engages in an affair with Mr. Sands, a white man, and becomes 
pregnant twice. Linda’s relationship with Mr. Sands shows the assertion of her own motivations 
and desires as a Black woman because she does so in hopes that he will buy her freedom. 
Although her reasoning can cast doubt on how empowering the act of sleeping with Mr. Sands, 
as a Black woman in search of freedom, actually was, readers can believe that she interpreted it 
as such because after she begins the affair, Brent states, 
I knew the impassable gulf between us; but to be an object of interest to a man who is 
not married, and who is not her master, is agreeable to the pride and feelings of a slave, 
if her miserable situation has left her any pride or sentiment. It seems less degrading to 
give one's self, than to submit to compulsion. There is something akin to freedom in 
having a lover who has no control over you, except that which he gains by kindness and 
attachment. (Jacobs, 75) 
In this passage, Linda tells readers that the very act of choosing whom she slept with was 
empowering because Black women were accustomed to people attempting to assert control over 
their bodies. Furthermore, Linda’s choice to have sex with Mr. Sands in hopes that he will buy 
her freedom illustrated the emergence of family bonds as a foundational principle for Black 
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womanhood because Linda refused to give Mr. Sands’s name to Dr. Flint even when he 
propositioned her with taking care of her and the baby after it was born (Jacobs, 80). Linda’s 
refusal highlightS a commitment to family as part of the construction of Black womanhood 
because she shows a commitment to her “household” over that of her master.  11
 Through these events, and more, Linda Brent constructed Black womanhood as the 
counter force of Caucasian womanhood and as a means of combating the degrading social 
perception of Black women. Rather than mentally subordinating herself by identifying with the 
negative social perception of Black women, Linda Brent separated herself from it by asserting 
the principles of resilience, compassion, and familial bonds as being foundational to her 
character. Then, by unifying her experiences with the experiences of other Black women in 
slavery through the character of Linda Brent, Harriet Jacobs extends those principles to all Black 
women. Doing so was a necessary construction because it was the only means of liberating Black 
women from the perpetual subordination imposed upon them by the confines on  Caucasian 
womanhood. As documented in Glymph’s Out of the House of Bondage and Prince’s and 
Jacobs’s narratives, Caucasian womanhood was largely dependent upon the subordination of 
Black womanhood. To liberate Black women, Black womanhood needed to be constructed as a 
powerful force that was resistant to the influence of Caucasian society.  
The Reconstruction of Black Womanhood in 20th Century Fiction 
 As a genre, slave narratives led to the development of American literary realism in the 
twentieth century. The genre of realism encouraged authors to depict society as it was through 
 I place household in quotations because, as a young slave, Linda did not possess a physical 11
household of her own. But, by taking a lover and becoming pregnant, Linda becomes part of the 
traditional household structure that includes man, woman, and child.
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the use of colloquial language and avoiding the sensationalization or minimization of certain 
events. Resultantly, when Black women continued to call for the reconstruction of womanhood 
in the twentieth century, they did so through the use of realistic fiction which enabled them to 
share the story of Black womanhood while subtly calling for a social shift in American society’s 
perception of gender. I say that the call was subtle because a shift in the way one viewed gender 
was an implied purpose of these works rather than an explicit one. Specifically, in Their Eyes 
Were Watching God (1937) and The Bluest Eye (1970), the authors Zora Neale Hurston and Toni 
Morrison, respectively, portray the struggle of Black women and contextualize it with the 
influence of Caucasian society. Through commentary on the social dominance of anti-Black 
ideologies (i.e. dominant beauty standards and the entitlements of different social classes), 
Hurston and Morrison facilitate their reader’s arrival at the conclusion that Caucasian society has 
corrupted our perception of race and gender therefore we must defeat it by taking active steps to 
acknowledge the many forms that womanhood can take.  
 In Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God, Hurston utilizes the character of 
Janie to represent the experiences of Black women in post-slavery America. During the time that 
the novel takes place, slavery has been abolished for two generations but the influence of the 
plantation structure and its pro-Caucasian ideologies continued to plague the Black community. 
Janie experiences this influence first-hand in the pressure placed upon her to desire and embody 
the confined version of womanhood that Caucasian women subscribed to. Throughout the novel, 
Janie struggles to develop that desire because of her aspirations that do not align with those of 
confined women. Unlike them, Janie did not desire a well-off husband, multiple children, and a 
life of piety. Instead, Janie was motivated by aspirations for true love and personal happiness that 
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were not dependent upon wealth and status, and this makes her an outsider in her community. 
Other Black women look down upon Janie for not desiring the confines on  Caucasian 
womanhood and Janie only escapes from their criticism when she stops striving to satisfy them. 
Once she no longer desires to satisfy those around her before herself, Janie embraces herself as a 
Black woman and the criticisms of others towards her become non-consequential. 
 When Janie’s story begins, readers see that she is motivated by her own perceptions of 
love and happiness. When introduced at the age of sixteen and in the act of contemplating bees 
while they pollinate and flowers as they bloom, Hurston wrote of Janie and her thoughts, 
Oh, to be a pear tree— any tree in bloom! With kissing bees singing of the beginning of 
the world! She was sixteen. She had glossy leaves and bursting buds and she wanted to 
struggle with life but it seemed to elude her. Where were the singing bees for her? 
Nothing on the place nor in her grandma’s house answered her. She searched as much of 
the world as she could from the front steps and then went on down to the front gate and 
leaned over to gaze up and down the road. Looking, waiting, breathing short with 
impatience. Waiting for the world to be made. (Hurston, 11) 
Janie’s introduction was rife with information about her motivations and the forces that hold her 
back because her fascination with trees in bloom and procreating bees represented her desire for 
the rebirth and becoming that seemingly accompanied love. Additionally, Janie looking from the 
porch steps then from the gate without actually leaving the property of her home was 
representative of the ways that her community holds her back from realizing those aspirations. 
Readers see that it was her community imposing social expectations onto her that held her back 
from realizing her desires when Nanny, Janie’s grandmother, catches Janie kissing a boy and 
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informs her that she has already arranged a marriage between Janie and Logan Killicks, a well-
off older man who has been showing interest in Janie. After hearing of this, Janie becomes very 
upset because she does not love Logan. Her resistance causes Nanny to become angry not simply 
because Janie rejects the marriage proposal but also because she perceived Janie’s rejection as 
rejections of the security that came with marriage. Readers see as much when Janie pleads with 
Nanny to reconsider and Nanny responds, "'Taint Logan Killicks Ah wants you to have, baby, it’s 
protection" (Hurston, 20). For Caucasian women, marriage very much seemed like protection 
because it afforded them the consideration of a socially accepted woman which was meant to 
prevent others from mistreating them or looking down upon them. Readers see that this was a 
belief shared by Nanny when she tells Janie that marrying Logan would prevent her from 
becoming “a spit cup" for "de mensfolks, white or black" (Hurston 26).  
 But, readers saw that this belief that marriage can save a women from social degradation 
was not particularly applicable to Black women because Logan mistreats Janie anyway. This is 
also where Hurston’s subtle argument for a reevaluation of gender in America because she 
exposes how Black women continued to be treated as sub-woman following slavery.   Before 12
they have even completed a year of marriage, Logan begins to make Janie engage in hard 
physical labor around their land and calls her "spoiled" and "stingy" when she shows signs of 
resistance. The hard labor that Janie engages in around their land was exactly the type of work 
that Nanny hoped Janie could avoid with marriage, as was the case for middle and upper 
Caucasian women. But, because Janie's Blackness has made her a social “Other” in society, she 
was ineligible to reap the same social benefits of womanhood that Caucasian women can access 
 When I say “sub-woman” it is in reference to how Black womanhood was perceived as a lesser form of 12
womanhood that was inferior to traditional womanhood (Caucasian womanhood).
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as fully recognized members of society.  Readers see that Logan’s treatment of Janie stemmed 13
from his belief that her Blackness made her inherently less than in society and undeserving of the 
same social benefits as Caucasian women when they are having a conversation in bed after, 
unbeknownst to Logan, another man has asked Janie to run away with him: 
"Ah wuz thinkin' real hard about us; about you and me." [Said Janie]. 
"It's about time. Youse powerful independent around here sometime considerin'... youse 
born in a carriage 'thout no top to it, and yo' mama and you bein' born and raised in de 
white folks back-yard." [Said Logan]. 
"You didn't say all dat when you wuz begging Nanny for me to marry you." 
"Ah thought you would 'preciate good treatment. Thought Ah'd take and make somethin' 
outta yuh. You think youse white folks by de way you act." (Hurston, 38) 
By pointing out the non traditional aspects of Janie's birth and life, then telling her that he only 
asked Nanny to marry her because he wanted to make something out of her, Logan 
communicates to Janie that, in his eyes, she inherently exists outside of society and, because of 
that, has very little worth on her own. Furthermore, when Logan says, "You think youse white 
folks by de way you act," he tells Janie that her status as a Black woman means that she should 
not expect the seemingly better treatment that white women received. This interaction between 
Logan and Janie drives Janie to abandon Nanny’s desires for her to access the life of a Caucasian 
 The existence of a social “Other” is one used in Toni Morrison’s The Origins of Others (2017) 13
to describe the state of Black people in America. According to Morrison, “Othering” is the 
process of identifying a group of people as inherent outsiders in society and it is used by those in 
power to solidify their social standing. By indicating “Others,” one’s own identity as the “ideal” 
member of society is reinforced and allows him/her to maintain power in society. Throughout 
history, Caucasian society has used the notion that the appearance of Blackness indicates 
someone who is inherently lesser in order to secure its own position as the dominant race. 
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woman and, instead, pursue her own interests in the form of a relationship with Jody Starks, the 
man who propositioned her. Furthermore, their interaction illustrates Hurston’s commentary on 
the entitlements of social classes because Logan’s indignant response to Janie’s demands for 
more respect shows how society perceives only Caucasian women as entitled to humane 
treatment. Janie’s choice to be with a man that seemingly does not buy-into this perception of 
social entitlements, Jody, represents Hurston's denial and resistance to it. 
 When Janie met Jody, she fell in love with the man who made her swoon and claimed to 
want to make a wife out of her but became dissatisfied when she discovered that he desired to 
manipulate her into his perception of a wife (Hurston, 37). Like Logan, Jody began to disparage 
Janie publicly but, rather than endure his attempt to subordinate her, Janie asserted herself as a 
strong-willed Black woman in possession of motivations and desires that were not dependent 
upon one particular man. Readers see Janie do so in the seventh chapter when Jody publicly 
criticizes her for getting old. Rather than silently enduring his insults, Janie retorts, 
“Naw, Ah ain’t no young gal no mo’ but Ah ain’t no old woman neither. Ah reckon Ah 
looks mah age too. But Ah’m uh woman every inch of me, and Ah know it. Dat’s uh 
whole lot more’m you kin say. You big-belies round here and you put out a lot of brag, 
but ‘tain’t nothin’ to it but yo’ big voice. Humph! Talkin’ ‘bout me lookin’ old! When 
you pull down yo’ britches, you look lak de change uh life.” (Hurston, 96) 
In response, Jody strikes Janie and forces her to leave the store, but it is not enough to discourage 
Janie’s assertion of her womanhood and worth as a Black woman. As result, Janie when Jody 
dies, Janie chooses to engage in a relationship with a younger man whose personality seems to 
speak to her personal interests, Tea Cake. 
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 With Tea Cake, readers see Janie’s reconstruction of womanhood because she uses him to 
realize her own goals rather than being dependent upon Tea Cake for happiness and safety. 
Through the course of her relationship with Tea Cake, Janie’s emerging voice as an independent 
Black woman grows in strength until she no longer feels the need to portray herself as someone 
other than who she is. Before she met Tea Cake, Janie's motivations and resistance are expressed 
solely through her thoughts, which gives readers the notion of two separate Janies: the external 
Janie who seeks to meet the desires of others and the internal Janie who possesses desires and 
interests of her own. Readers can see Janie’s transition to embracing her internal self as her true 
self when she dresses up for Tea Cake and Pheoby questions why an older woman would dress 
like a young lady. In response, Janie said, “Ah’m older than Tea Cake, yes. But he done showed 
me where it’s de thought dat makes de difference in ages…He done taught me de maiden 
language all over” (Hurston, 127). This response shows how the relationship with Tea Cake helps 
Janie embody her internal self as her external self because she tells Pheoby that Tea Cake 
retaught her to the “maiden language” of her youth and, as a result, she feels empowered to dress 
authentically. Furthermore, readers see that it is the relationship that helps to solidify Janie’s 
voice rather than the man, himself, because, in the end, Janie chooses to shoot Tea Cake rather 
than fall victim to his insanity. When faced with a rabid Tea Cake prepared to shoot her, rather 
than stand down and try to reason with him, Janie protects herself by grabbing a gun and, when 
necessary, using it (Hurston, 184). By shooting Tea Cake, Janie chooses herself above all and 
readers see the peace that comes with her choice in the final lines of the novel when she was 
contemplating the “horizon” of her existence and saw “so much life in its meshes” as if it were a 
“great fish net” (Hurston, 193). The happiness that Janie feels following the tragedy with Tea 
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Cake represents the final stage of Hurston’s reconstruction of womanhood because despite the 
negative rumors about Janie perpetuated by the women in town, Janie’s embrace of herself and 
her womanhood brings her happiness. 
 Much like Hurston, Toni Morrison, a prominent African American writer, utilizes the 
message of Black women being fulfilled with their womanhood rather than striving for that of 
someone else. In her novel, The Bluest Eye, Morrison makes the acceptance of one’s womanhood 
a central message. Morrison crafts The Blues Eye as a parable meant to express the moral that 
trying to fit oneself into a conception not intended for you will only bring insanity. This moral 
was specifically aimed towards Black women to discourage them from dedicating their lives to 
obtaining social acceptance from Caucasian society, and Morrison illustrates the moral through 
the characterizations of Pecola and Pauline Breedlove. Morrison first establishes the Breedloves 
as people in possession of features and qualities which contradict socially desirable features and 
qualities. Then, she shows how Pauline and Pecola have individually striven for acceptance from 
Caucasian society but to no avail. The moral of their story comes in the way that both women 
lose their grip on reality and fall into states of insanity because despite the fact that Caucasian 
society was designed to deny them, they never stopped looking for acceptance. Essentially, 
Morrison communicates her moral by turning the storylines of Pecola and Pauline into 
cautionary tales for Black women. 
 When the Breedloves are introduced, the narrator describes the meager living conditions 
of the family. Readers learn that the Breedloves live in a storefront that is crudely sectioned off 
into two small rooms by planks of wood and do not have any bath facilities. Additionally, the 
storefront is described as being one that, “Foists itself on the eye of the passerby” (Morrison, 41). 
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By discussing the Breedloves’s home in such an objective and critical way, the narrator treats it 
almost as if it was an animal enclosure at the zoo. This detached way of evaluating the 
Breedloves is utilized by all of the characters who encounter them and it subtly signals that the 
other characters do not consider the Breedloves and themselves to be of the same society. The 
division between the Breedloves and society is further highlighted as the narrator describes the 
dynamics of the family, because the narrator tell readers that the Breedloves lived in the store 
because they were poor and Black but stayed because they were ugly. This highlights their 
division from society because it is almost as if the Breedloves recognize the “Otherness” 
associated with their physical features and have responded by exiling themselves to this 
storefront. I claim that the Breedloves recognize the “Otherness” of their features and act 
accordingly because they are characterized by features that contradicted the widely accepted 
European-based beauty standards that Caucasian women supposedly exemplify. Readers see this 
as the narrator details the Breedloves’s appearance: 
The eyes, the small eyes set close together under narrow foreheads. The low irregular 
hairlines, which seemed even more irregular in contrast to the straight, heavy eyebrows 
which nearly met. Keen but crooked noses, with insolent nostrils. They had high check 
bones and their ears faced forward. Shapely lips which called attention not to themselves 
but to the rest of the face. (Morrison,45) 
In this, the detached way of evaluating the Breedloves appears again because the narrator 
discusses their features with a very clinical and objective tone. Rather than noting resemblances 
between the Breedloves’s features and those of the community, the narrator casts them as being 
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inherently “other,” labeling of their features as “irregular,” “crooked,” and “insolent,” brought 
attention to the ways the Breedloves were different from what was the norm. 
 The Breedloves’s exclusion from society is the result of their undeniable “Otherness” 
and, to escape the social stigma that accompanies being “Othered,” the female members of the 
family go out of their way to strive for lives of Caucasian women and their acceptance. To 
Pecola Breedlove, living the life of a Caucasian woman would free her from the current 
condition of her life, which she finds to be so dissatisfactory. Readers see this belief in Pecola in 
the third chapter when she witnesses a fight between her parents that turns physically violent. 
After seeing her mother and father fight, Pecola begins to wish to disappear or become someone 
new: 
It had occurred to Pecola some time ago that if her eyes, those eyes that held the 
pictures, and knew the sights—if those eyes of hers were different, that is to say 
beautiful, she herself would be different…If she looked different, beautiful maybe 
Cholly would be different, and Mrs. Breedlove too…Each night, without fail, she prayed 
for blue eyes. (Morrison, 50) 
In this excerpt, we see that Pecola believes that having a new appearance would, somehow, 
transform her life and, as a result, she spends her nights wishing for the blue eyes Caucasian 
women possess. Pecola’s wish for blue eyes represents her developing insanity because she is 
also aware of the permanence of her Blackness. When interacting with a local shopkeeper, 
Pecola interprets his lack of reaction to her as a sign of disgust and contemplates, “The distaste 
must be for her, her blackness. All things in her are in flux and anticipation. But her blackness is 
static and dread. And it is the blackness that accounts for, that creates, the vacuum edged with 
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distastes in white eyes” (Morrison, 56).  As a result of this awareness, wishing for whiteness and 
imagining the life she would live as a Caucasian woman becomes her escape from reality, but it 
also results in her losing grip with reality at the end of the novel.  
 Much like Pecola, Pauline Breedlove also uses her imagination to escape from her life as 
an under-appreciated Black woman and into the life of a socially-accepted and loved Caucasian 
woman. For Pauline, Caucasian women represent the life she desires because, to her, they are 
well loved by all and this is the type of treatment that Pauline feels she never received. Growing 
up, Pauline walked with a limp which she felt separated her from the rest of her family and 
society. So, to find relief from this separation, Pauline escaped into her love of cleaning and 
making her surroundings aesthetically pleasing and, as she got older, she continued to find means 
of escaping from her reality. When she met Cholly and moved to the North, Pauline felt excluded 
by the Northern women for her limp, her poverty, and her appearance and escaped from that 
reality by going to movies and imagining herself as the white actresses. When reflecting on the 
difficult time she had living in the North with a quickly changing Cholly, Pauline recalls: 
The onliest time I be happy seem like was when I was in the picture show…I’d go early, 
before the show started. They’d cut off the lights, and everything be black. Then, the 
screen would light up, and I’d move right on in them pictures. White men taking such 
good care of they women, and they all dressed up in big clean houses with the bathtubs 
right in the same room with the toilet. Them pictures gave me a lot of pleasure, but it 
made coming home hard, and looking at Cholly hard. (Morrison, 124) 
In this, we can see that the movies provided Pauline with an escape because, much like with 
Pecola’s imagination about her eyes, when she watched the movies she could imagine she was a 
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different person with a better life. And, because the female actors in the movies were white, the 
type of life she came to desire was that of a Caucasian woman. 
 Readers can also see Pauline’s use of Caucasian womanhood as an escape from her 
reality when she begins working as a housekeeper for the Fishers. The Fishers are a relatively 
well-off Caucasian family and Mr. and Mrs. Fisher hire Pauline to do all of the household chores 
as well as care for their young children. For Pauline, it represents the fulfillment of her greatest 
wishes. While with the Fishers, Pauline is able to escape from her reality by imagining that their 
house and children are hers but, doing so results in her losing her grip on her own reality because 
she begins to ignore the life she has away from the Fishers: 
Soon she stopped trying to keep her own house. The things she could afford to buy did 
not last, had no beauty or style, and were absorbed by the dingy storefront. More and 
more she neglected her house, her children, her man—they were like the afterthoughts 
one has just before sleep, the early-morning and late-evening edges of her day, the dark 
edges that made the daily life with the Fishers lighter, more delicate, more lovely. Here 
she could arrange things, clean things, line things up in neat rows. Here her foot flopped 
around on deep pile carpets and there was no uneven sound. Here she found beauty, 
order, cleanliness, and praise. (Morrison, 127) 
For Pauline, working with the Fishers caused her real life to pale in comparison because rather 
than simply appreciating the belongings of the Fishers she desired them to the point that she 
convinced herself they were actually hers. Readers see this shift in Pauline’s reality directly after 
the previous excerpt when the narrator continues, 
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The creditors and service people who humiliated her when she went to them on her own 
behalf respected her were even intimidated by her when she spoke for the Fishers. She 
refused beef slightly dark or with edges not properly trimmed. The slightly reeking fish 
that she accepted for her own family she would all but throw in the fish man’s face if he 
sent it to the Fisher house. Power, praise, and luxury were hers in this household. 
(Morrison, 127) 
Here, Pauline notices the difference in the way people treat her while speaking for the Fishers 
and it motivated her to make decisions as if she was a completely different person with 
completely different opinions. With the Fishers, she was no longer Pauline: the mother of 2 
children and the wife of a cruel husband. Instead, she was Polly: the beloved homemaker that 
was respected and praised as such. But, while a useful escape from the harsh realities of her life, 
Pauline’s relationship with the Fisher household pollutes her thinking because it drives her to 
resent her children and, instead, treat the Fisher children as if they were her own (Morrison, 107).  
 The insanity that developed in Pecola and Pauline is incredibly significant to the overall 
message of the novel because their insanity comes as the direct result of their unyielding 
aspirations for a different life. Even when faced with the harsh reality that they will never live 
the exact lives that they envision for themselves, rather than abandoning the hopes in an attempt 
to create their own happiness, Pecola and Pauline continue to wish and their persistence removes 
them, mentally, from reality. This separation then becomes literal at the end of the novel when 
Pauline moves with Pecola to a run-down home on the outskirts of town that is surrounded by 
waste. Their move comes after Pecola is raped by Cholly and represents the height of Pauline’s 
insanity because she does so to punish Pecola for being raped by Cholly. After news of the rape 
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spreads through town, the Breedloves become ostracized and Pauline is no longer able to work 
with the Fishers. Because Pecola’s rape seemingly leads to Pauline losing her fantasy world, she 
exiles them to the run-down home so that they can live the way they both always viewed 
themselves, as social “Others.” The final living conditions of Pauline and Pecola indicate their 
stories as cautionary tales because it illustrated to readers that rejecting oneself and one’s reality 
will not end in blissful ignorance but, rather, perpetual waste of the mind. In crafting their stories 
in such a way, Morrison communicates to her readers that Black women must not reject their 
reality to strive for the reality of others because self-rejection brings insanity.  
Conclusion 
 Overall, through the novels written by Hurston and Morrison as well as the slave 
narratives by Mary Prince and Harriet Jacobs, it can be said that Black women have been 
attempting to reconstruct the perception of womanhood into a way that is more accessible and 
genuine for them since slavery. Through the slave narratives, we see that witnessing the 
corruption and hypocrisy of Caucasian womanhood encouraged Black women to begin defining 
themselves according to their own principles rather than the principles of Caucasian women. The 
principles that emerged in these narratives are resilience, compassion, and familial bonds and 
they characterize the slave narratives of enslaved women but in very different ways. For 
example, in Mary Prince’s narrative, the principle of compassion manifest in the form of her 
becoming religious and encouraging those she loved to be religion while in Harriet Jacobs’s 
narrative, compassion manifests in the form of her acknowledging the struggles that slave-
holding women had to endure as subordinates to their husbands in a morally corrupt society.  
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 Additionally, following the abolition of slavery, Black women continued to show 
constructions of Black womanhood and emphasize the value of such constructions in their works 
of fiction. Both Zora Neale Hurston and Toni Morrison published novels that communicate the 
importance and value of Black womanhood by contextualizing the experiences of Black women 
within the realities and constraints of Caucasian-dominated society. And, it is important to give 
recognition to these constructions through literature because they represent the struggle that 
Black women have historically endured while trying to gain acceptance as members of society. 
The fact that slave narratives from the nineteenth century express messages that are mirrored in 
texts of the twentieth century illustrates that society's perception of womanhood continues to be 
flawed and requires immediate attention.  
 As I demonstrate in chapter three, women from the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and 
Transgender community have contributed to this call to action by constructing their own versions 
of womanhood that are absent of the sexual restrictions and expectations that characterize the 
exclusive confines on traditional womanhood.  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Chapter 3: Investigating the Status of Lesbian and Transsexual Women in America 
 Similar to the case of Black women, women in the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and 
Transgender (LGBT) community have also been excluded from the social category of woman. 
But, while the exclusion that Black women experienced is rooted in the Otherness of their 
Blackness and the superiority of Caucasian womanhood, the exclusion women in the LGBT 
community faced is rooted in the changing social attitudes towards female sexuality and a lack of 
comprehensive understanding of gender. Initially, in America, membership in the LGBT 
community was considered to be a moral failing. But, in the nineteenth century, sexologists 
began investigating sexuality further and concluded that homosexuality and transgenderism were 
ailments that pose a threat to society. The rhetoric that the sexologists contributed to the topic of 
the LGBT community was extremely harmful because it sparked an increase in negative attitudes 
towards members of the LGBT community. Previously, if someone was discovered to be a 
homosexual or transgender person they would be punished legally or socially. But, following the 
sexology movement, people began to shun actively those they even suspected of becoming a 
member of the community and women were discouraged from engaging in close friendships with 
one another lest risk "developing" lesbianism. In response to these negative attitudes, LGBT 
writers began to publish works that criticized their persecution, shared their experiences, and 
called for the reformation of how we, as a society, view sexuality and gender. In this chapter, I 
will focus on texts that speak to the evolution of the LGBT experience in America and, in doing 
so, I will highlight the ways in which LGBT writers criticized and reconstructed womanhood to 
be free of the traditional confines that limited female sexual autonomy and contributed to their 
social exclusion. 
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Attitudes Towards Same-Sex Love in Early Colonial America 
 Prior to the eighteenth century, very few records on same-sex relationships existed 
outside of court filings and legislation proposals. During this time, homosexuality in Great 
Britain was considered to be a crime punishable by death, which led to early inhabitants of the 
British North American Colonies remaining secretive about their involvement in same-sex 
relationships (Godbeer, 15). Furthermore, lesbianism, as we recognize it today, was not yet 
conceptualized in Colonial America. So while women were reportedly punished for engaging in 
“lewd acts” with other women, their relationships were not as heavily policed and monitored as 
relationships among men (Godbeer, 15).  
 The criminalization of homosexuality in the Colonies was rooted in the anti-sodomy laws 
of Great Britain as well as the Puritan ideology which stated that all sex acts outside of marital 
sex were sinful (Godbeer, 16). These influences led to the Colonies enacting laws of their own 
that outlawed sodomy and non-marital sex acts, but the conviction rate was very low due to the 
secrecy that surrounded same-sex relationships at the time (Godbeer, 17). Specifically, in 1641, 
the Massachusetts Bay Colony adopted its Body of Laws and Liberties which designated 12 
capital crimes, one of which was sodomy (Crompton, 279). Additionally, in 1642, the 
Connecticut Colony also adopted a Body of Laws and Liberties that made sodomy a crime 
punishable by death (Crompton, 279). From these two pieces of legislation, it can be seen that 
sex between women was largely ignored in the creation of formal laws. Because “lawmakers and 
magistrates understood sex in terms of penetration, they found it difficult to conceive of a sexual 
scenario that did not involve a penis along with a male to which it was attached” (Godbeer, 19).  
As a result, while lesbians certainly existed at the time, their activities were only punished in the 
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very rare cases that they were caught in the act, whereas men could incur severe punishment 
simply for being accused of sodomy regardless of whether or not they actually engaged in the act 
(Godbeer, 21).   1
 The earliest record of two Colonial American women undergoing prosecution for 
engaging in a same-sex relationship was with the case of two married women, Sarah Norman and 
Mary Hammon. Because their relationship was secretive, written documents about their 
relationship penned by either of the women do not exist. But, according to the documentation of 
the Plymouth Colony courts, they were accused in 1649 of “lewd behavior each with other upon 
a bed” (Borris, 108). As punishment, Sarah Norman was ordered to give a speech in court 
condemning her acts and apologize directly to her husband (Borris, 108). Additionally, Mary 
Hammon, who apparently was not present in court, was sentenced to give a public speech in 
which she also admitted to engaging in immoral behavior and apologized to her husband for her 
crimes (Boriss, 108). These rulings were very different from the punishments designated for 
sodomy in that they were much less severe since, at this point, sex between women was 
considered a “lewd” act but it was not considered actual sex because of the lack of penetration. 
This view of same-sex relationships among women as less egregious than that between men was 
maintained up until the sexology movement of the nineteenth century. 
 An example of this can be seen with the case of Steven Gorton, a Baptist minister in New 1
London, Connecticut. In 1756, Gorton was persecuted for expressing attraction to men and the 
other Baptist ministers who reported his behavior claimed it alluded to an “inward disposition” to 
a “sin of so black and dark a dye” (Godbeer, 21). Meaning that he was essentially prosecuted for 
having the capacity to commit sodomy even though it was not clear whether he actually engaged 
in the act. So, rather than being sentenced to death, Gorton was suspended from the church for 
several months and told to bring back “proof” of his reformation (Godbeer, 21).
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Attitudes Towards Same-Sex Love in Nineteenth and Twentieth Century America 
 In her book Odd Girls and Twilight overs: a History of Lesbian Life in Twentieth Century 
America (2012), Lillian Faderman traces the history of lesbianism in America and how its 
definition and public perception have changed over time. Faderman’s work provides an engaging 
take on how lesbianism, as we recognize it today in America, emerged then was shaped by the 
sexology movement of the twentieth century. Furthermore, Faderman’s survey of lesbian history 
in the United States has been acknowledged by critics as being the first of its kind as well as a 
valuable history of the LGBT community (Weston, 237).  But, even with these strengths, it is 
also important to acknowledge that Faderman’s work is lacking in the sense that it does not 
provide a comprehensive depiction of lesbianism within minority groups and the working class. 
In Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers, Faderman tends to dismiss working class and minority 
lesbians as being “too submerged in the struggle to survive” or too preoccupied trying to 
preserve their own culture to engage in romantic friendships or accept homosexuality (Weston, 
237). While this position limits the scope of her study, I still believe the work to be valuable and 
worth using because it speaks to major events that shaped the perception of lesbianism.   
 In Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers, one of Faderman’s main focuses is to bring attention to 
the fact that the current social prejudices against same-sex relationships among women were not 
always present in American society but developed over time. Prior to the twentieth century, in 
America, romantic love between women was widely recognized as a type of romantic friendship 
and, socially, the development of love for another woman was considered to be a natural aspect 
of a girl’s emotional development (Faderman, 11). By today’s standards, this would constitute a 
lesbian relationship but, during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, sexologists defined 
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lesbians a men stuck in women’s bodies so the existence of romantic love for another woman did 
not necessarily constitute lesbianism. As a result, romantic friendships were fairly common 
among American women in the nineteenth century and, typically, they were forged out of a 
necessity for socially acceptable companionship in the eighteenth and nineteenth century 
(Faderman, 18). 
 Romantic friendships among American women in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
were popular and widely accepted because, according to Faderman, many eighteenth century 
American women who grew up during the Victorian era were constrained by a social double 
standard that allowed only men to engage in relationships before marriage (Faderman, 18). On 
the contrary, women were expected to resist engaging in any form of relationship with men prior 
to marriage because they were told that doing so made “young men lose respect for a girl exactly 
in proportion as she allow[ed] them familiarity” (Faderman, 15). Furthermore, when the United 
States declared its independence in 1776, the task of nation-building led to men stating that they 
needed the assistance of other men to realize material passions such as merchant capitalism 
(Faderman, 18). Doing so divided women and men into separate spheres of work and, in 
response, women in the early United States banded together and fostered common values. 
 This fostering of common values among women through romantic friendship was 
amplified with the emergence of avenues for higher education for women in America with the 
establishment of its first women’s college, Mount Holyoke, in 1837.  Because they brought 2
 It should be noted that Mount Holyoke did not admit a woman of color until 1878. Therefore, 2
the information about romantic friendships amongst women based on the social atmosphere of 
Mount Holyoke when it was first established cannot be seen as representative of the experiences 
of all women during this time.
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women together in large numbers and gave them the resources to create lives for themselves 
outside of being a wife and mother, colleges were viewed as being responsible “for the spread 
among middle-class women of what eventually came to be called lesbianism” (Faderman, 12). 
By 1880, nearly 40,000 American women were enrolled throughout the 153 American colleges 
that admitted women, and about 50% of those women remained unmarried during their time in 
college and afterward (Faderman, 14). According to Faderman, many of the women who 
remained single did so either because they wished to pursue their academic interests further, or 
because “most men in that era feared educated females and would not dare take them as 
wives” (Faderman, 15). As a result, many female students of the nineteenth century entered into 
“Boston marriages,” which were same-sex households established by pairs of female graduates 
and students (Faderman 15). Today, “Boston marriages” would be overtly recognized as lesbian 
relationships but, during this time, educated women recognized them as a means of forming a 
lasting connection with someone who could act as a mentor and companion in a society that was 
resistant to accepting formally educated women (Faderman 20). But, that is not to say that some 
of the Boston marriages were not romantic relationships since some of them surely were. 
Publicly though, “Boston marriages” were assumed to be asexual to avoid public scrutiny.  
 As more women chose to attend college and enter into these “Boston marriages,” social 
conservatives began to attack women’s higher education because they believed it made women 
unfit to fulfill their traditional gender role of being a dedicated wife and mother (Faderman, 12).  3
 When saying “social conservatives,” I am referencing the population of Americans who are 3
resistant to significant changes in the way social groups relate to other another. For example, 
those who are resistant to women gaining a life outside of the domestic sphere were social 
conservatives.
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Some conservatives even went as far as to say that education caused a negative physical reaction 
in women. In 1873, Dr. Edward Clarke wrote Sex in Education: a Fair Chance for Girls and, in 
it, he warns that education, “Interfere[s] with women’s fertility, cursing them with uterine 
disease, dysmenorrhea, chronic and acute ovaritis, and prolapsed uteri” (Faderman, 13). 
Additionally, people came to fear that attending college would “masculinize” women and make 
men dispensable to them (Faderman 13). These worries drastically impacted the way society 
viewed relationships among women because they sparked the notion that unified women were a 
danger to themselves as well as society.  
 The growing vilification of same-sex love among women increased in the second half of 
the nineteenth century when sexologists worldwide began writing about and classifying female 
sexuality (Faderman, 39). Between 1896 and 1916, almost 100 books and 566 articles were 
written worldwide about female sexuality and, in these works, researchers reported on the 
“perversions,” “inversions,” and “disorders” that could manifest with female sexuality. Through 
these reports, sexologists came to conceptualize the female “sexual invert,” a term used to 
describe women who felt “abnormal” attraction to other women (Faderman, 20).   The 4
conceptualization of the “sexual invert” marked the beginning of LGBT exclusion from the 
category of woman because sexologists did so in the name of the eugenics movement 
(Faderman, 40). A field of study developed by Dr. Francis Galton then supported by heterosexual 
Caucasian male doctors and scientists, eugenics was based on the belief that all traits, whether 
they be beneficial or negative for mankind, were passed down through generations (Faderman, 
 These early sexologists based their notions of “normal” and “abnormal” behavior on their own 4
“White middle-class European values and behaviors.” (Faderman, 40) 
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40). According to the movement, in order to stop the spread of negative traits and ensure the best 
outcome for mankind, those who have undesirable traits should not procreate (Faderman, 40). 
Therefore, the term “sexual invert” emerging with the ideology of the eugenics movement in 
mind made it so that every woman who was labeled a “sexual invert” was deemed a danger to 
American society’s well-being, thus alienating them from the category of woman. 
 By labeling women who were attracted to other women as deviant and a danger to the 
welfare of mankind, public opinion of female friendships began to shift and articles about the 
“dangers” of female same-sex relationships began to circulate. In 1895, a work titled Side Talks 
with Girls was published and the author recalls that they warned a young girl that, “It is 
dangerous for her to have ‘a girl-sweetheart’ because if she wastes her love on another female 
she will not have any to give Prince Charming when he comes to claim his bride” (Faderman, 
50). Additionally, a 1913 article in Harper’s Bazaar entitled “Your Daughter: What Are Her 
Friendships?” was directed towards parents and falsely stated that a tenth of friendships amongst 
girls in college “were morally degenerate and caused guilt and unhappiness because they were 
‘not legitimate’” (Faderman, 40). This was an attempt to encourage parents away from sending 
their daughters to college or allowing them to maintain long-term close friendships with other 
girls. And, as the rate of publication for articles such as these increased, more and more people 
began to read them and fear the impact sexologists claimed female same-sex relationships had on 
society.  
 These changing attitudes towards female same-sex love left many women of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries feeling confusion because the romantic relationships they 
were encouraged into while growing up were now considered “abnormal” and dangerous to 
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society (Faderman, 52). This resulted in many women hiding their involvement in same-sex 
relationships and some even began to denounce same-sex relationships publicly in order to 
separate themselves from those whom the sexologists considered to be “sexual 
inverts” (Faderman, 53).  For example, the president of Mount Holyoke’s partner, Jeanette 
Marks, published an essay in 1908 in which she discusses “unwise college friendships,” and 
stated that they were “abnormal conditions” that female students should avoid (Faderman, 53). 
Furthermore, Marks went on to state that the only fulfilling relationship was one between a man 
and a woman and she attempted to write a book suggesting that insanity and suicide were 
byproducts of same-sex love (Faderman, 53). Because the relationship between Marks and the 
president of Mount Holyoke was fairly well-known on campus, her decision to denounce same-
sex relationships so passionately can serve as evidence for the severity of the shame that was 
associated with possibly being labeled a “sexual invert” at the time. 
 Faderman's work illustrates for readers how lesbians became excluded from society as a 
result of the negative rhetoric about them that was sparked by nineteenth century sexologists. 
Prior to that time, lesbianism was largely ignored by society and not considered to be as severe 
of a "problem" as homosexuality in men. But, when sexologists conceptualized the term "sexual 
invert" to define lesbians, lesbians came to be excluded from the social category of woman 
because the term implied that they were unnatural and contradictory to their supposed gender. In 
response, lesbian writers criticized their persecution in their works and began reconstructing 
womanhood to be celebratory of female sexuality and free of the exclusive traditional confines. 
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Reconstruction of Womanhood in Sybil: The Glide of Her Tongue and Rocket Fantastic 
 The shame that came to be associated with same-sex love in the twentieth century led to a 
large amount of existential weight being placed upon those who identified as lesbian. Now, they 
were forced to make the decision between acting on their desires and experiencing the negative 
social reaction or suppressing their desires to remain “acceptable” in the eyes of society. The 
choice between self-actualization and self-preservation weighed on the consciousness of many 
lesbians and, to find relief, many lesbian writers began reconstructing womanhood through 
literature. When I claim that lesbian writers began reconstructing womanhood, we should note 
that while the inspiration was similar to that of Black women’s inspiration (i.e. unwarranted 
oppression and dehumanization), the method in which they reconstructed womanhood was very 
different. Because the eugenics movement and subsequent conceptualization of the “sexual 
invert” led to lesbians being labeled unnatural and socially corrosive, writers resisted by 
discussing female sexuality as a natural quality that endowed women with power and resilience.  5
By recasting expressions of sexuality as divine rather than corrupt, lesbian writers were able to 
assert themselves to the public as women deserving of respect as such rather than social 
pollutants. Furthermore, lesbian writers of the twenty-first century continued to reconstruct 
womanhood through an emphasis on the fluidity of sexuality and gender in order to convey to 
readers that female sexuality is not strictly dictated by the gender of the person it is directed 
towards. By doing this, writers of the twenty-first century cast same-sex love among women as a 
natural possible outcome of one’s womanhood. Readers of lesbian poetry can see reconstructions 
 It is important to note that the eugenics movement also negatively impacted the Black community 5
because it labeled Blackness as a socially corrosive trait.
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such as these in Sybil: the Glide of her Tongue (1992) by Gillian Hanscombe, and Rocket 
Fantastic (2017) by Gabrielle Calvocoressi. 
 Although it was written by an Australian woman who lived in England at the time of its 
publication, Sybil: the Glide of Her Tongue by Gillian Hanscombe is a useful text when 
discussing the reconstruction of womanhood by lesbian writers. The usefulness of her text came 
with her utilization of Sybil as a symbol for lesbianism because, according to Hanscombe, Sybil 
“lives out of time, out of place, out of history” (Hanscombe, xiv). Hanscombe uses Sybil as a 
“quasi-universal lesbian” that was free of national affiliations in order to speak broadly about 
lesbianism to the point that it could be applicable to all lesbians (Hanscombe, xv). Furthermore, 
some of the most prominent sexologists of the nineteenth century lived in Great Britain and 
Australia, so the condemnation of lesbianism that negatively impacted American lesbians had a 
very similar effect on lesbians of Great Britain and Australia, in that they went from being widely 
ignored to widely condemned. Therefore, while she wrote from a different nation, Hanscombe’s 
work can be said to speak to the experiences of American lesbians because it was meant to 
encapsulate all lesbians.  6
 In Sybil: The Glide of Her Tongue, Hanscombe decided to utilize the Sybil figure as a 
symbol of lesbianism for multiple reasons. In addition to the potential for universality, 
Hanscombe felt that the ancient myth surrounding Sybil’s origin spoke to how lesbians were 
treated in society. According to the ancient myth, Sybil was placed under the authority of Apollo 
when patriarchy overtook matriarchal Greek society (Hanscombe, xv). But, Sybil struggled 
 Additionally, the Sybil figure has appeared throughout American literature in works such as 6
T.S. Elliot’s The Wasteland which includes a prologue in which the narrator interacts with Sybil.
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under the patriarchal rule because her premonitions were interpreted as riddles. To Hanscombe, 
the failure of the gods to understand Sybil's premonitions represented the failure of greater 
society to understand lesbianism, and she says as much when she writes, 
What a lesbian speaks will be tolerated by patriarchal men and women because what she 
says can be heard as riddles, as non/sense, as half/wittes, as something needing 
reinterpretation. (Hanscombe, 16)  7
For Hanscombe, the misinterpretation of lesbianism as corrupt and unnatural has led to the 
erasure of lesbian voices, and she seeks to give those voices back through the usage of the Sybil 
figure to discuss experiences lesbians have with unjust criticism, praise, and power (Hanscombe, 
18). 
 In the first section of Sybil: The Glide of Her Tongue, “Sybil’s Calling,” Hanscombe sets 
out to discuss what she refers to, “the experience of being called: the experience of name-calling 
and scapegoating, at one extreme; and of vocation, at the other” (Hanscombe, 17). 
The two extremes of calling that Hanscombe utilizes (i.e. unjust criticism and praising) represent 
the perception of lesbianism from those outside of the lesbian community and those within the 
lesbian community. Readers see Hanscombe comment on the unjust criticism of lesbianism from 
those outside of the community in the second poem of the section when she writes: 
Sybil was overcome by sulphur, they say now. We dykes trailed dumbly in the wake of 
the demolition / squads… It is necessary to make pilgrimage. / Being anciently outcast, 
we heard what was in the / air, felt the sun on the crumbs of Delphi, saw olives / and 
cypresses flare. (Hanscomb, 24) 
 Hanscombe places slashes at syllable boundaries for some words for added emphasis.7
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Synonymous with brimstone, sulphur is a substance referred to in the Bible and it was used as a 
symbol of guilt and God’s punishment. For example, Psalms 11:6 states, “Upon the wicked He 
will rain snares; Fire and brimstone and burning wind will be the portion of their cup.” In this 
passage, the “wicked” were those guilty of sin and the fire and brimstone and burning wind that 
served as the “portion of their cup” became symbolic of guilt and sin. Therefore, in writing that 
the symbol of lesbianism was “overcome by sulphur,” Hanscombe conveys that the perception of 
lesbianism has been overtaken by the persecutions of others deeming them “guilty” of unnatural 
behavior. Then, Hanscombe goes on to reinforce this experience as one shared by all lesbians 
when she says lesbians “make pilgrimage” to Sybil because it equates lesbianism to a shared 
religious experience. Furthermore, Hanscombe reinforces the connection between lesbians and 
Sybil in the last line because Delphi was often referred to as the center of the universe, and olives 
and cypresses are often used as metaphors for life and death. Therefore, Hanscombe stating that 
the lesbians were in Delphi and saw the olive and cypress implies that they, like Sybil, exist out 
of time and place. 
 Hanscombe then goes on to show the other extreme of the calling aimed towards 
lesbianism, praise, in the fifth and last poem of the section:  
She was always for us, though / the others tucked their head down, and out of sight…
They said / she was theirs, that she spoke their words, that she / spoke for them; but we 
knew just the same…As we garland her feet, we adore and / desire. (Hanscombe, 28) 
In this final poem of the section, Hanscombe communicates that those on the outside of the 
lesbian community have tried to manipulate negatively what it means to be a lesbian but those 
within the community know its true beauty. Therefore, Hanscombe communicates that while 
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“they” claimed that Sybil “was overcome by sulphur,” “we” (i.e. members of the lesbian 
community) “garland her feet” with adoration and desire because only those within the 
community know its true meaning. Essentially, this poem speaks to the alienation that can 
accompany lesbianism because the negative opinions of greater society were in conflict with 
what lesbians knew to be true, which resulted in them becoming outcasts. 
 Hanscombe speaks to the alienated position of lesbians in the following section, “Sybil’s 
Saturation,” which was intended to deal with the growth of the lesbian community out of its 
alienated state (Hanscombe, xvi). Readers see this alienation in the seventh poem when 
Hanscombe writes, 
No beasts ourselves, we live among beasts (swift and muscled, fanged and fit, hunters in 
hordes, flesheaters); we’ve learned to tread lightly, to tunnel in burrows, / even to fly. 
We’re always changing. When we sense / the burn in our eyes, we freeze them in ice and 
when / fur pricks through our skin, we tear it out. Claws we keep trimmed…We walk 
upright, feel tall; and / hide with dignity. (We’ve discussed the choice: to be brave and 
flayed or be coiled and craven, spat upon, patient among apples.) (Hanscombe, 36) 
This speaks to the alienation lesbians felt from society because Hanscombe comments on how 
lesbians were constantly changing to overcome the negative perceptions forced upon them and 
live safely in society. Additionally, this poem speaks to the unfairness and hypocrisy of lesbians 
being pressured to “hide with dignity” because, in the first line, the “beasts” that lesbians live 
among are a metaphor for greater society. And, by pointing out the savagery of those beasts by 
labeling them “fanged” and “flesheaters,” then detailing how lesbians were pressured to tear out 
their own “fur” and trim their “claws,” Hanscombe communicates that it is the society that has 
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the problem, not lesbians. Therefore, in addition to being a commentary on the unjust alienation 
of lesbians from greater society, the poem serves as an act of resistance because it criticizes the 
treatment of lesbians.  
 Readers again see Hanscombe use her poems to resist the treatment of lesbianism in the 
fourth poem of “Sybil’s Saturation” when she writes, 
We could abolish assemblies and scripted complaints… relent in the grim case of 
individual incident, of the divisions of freedom to dissent; and come again to the 
collective supper to knowing who is for us and who against. (Hanscombe, 11) 
In calling for the abolishment of assemblies and scripted complaints, Hanscombe calls for an end 
to the persecution of lesbianism in the public as well as in published work.  Furthermore, she 8
reinforces that call to action by then suggesting to her readers that society must abandon the act 
of widely condemning things they find to be personally offensive. Hanscombe calls for this act 
because the wide-spread condemnation of lesbianism stems from those who found it to be 
personally offensive and harmful; even though sexologists framed it as a threat to greater society, 
they only viewed it as such because it contradicted what they thought to be true as heterosexual 
males. Whole-fully, Hanscombe believes that we must deconstruct the falsehoods that have led 
society to believe that lesbianism is unnatural and one of those falsehoods is the notion that 
women did not possess strong sexual desire. 
 As I discuss in the first chapter, purity and chastity were foundational principles to the 
constrained view of womanhood that excluded Black and LGBT women. According to the 
 Potentially, this was a reference to the published journals and articles condemning lesbianism 8
during the sexology movement.
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members of the Cult of Domesticity, women were encouraged to remain pure for their future 
husbands and resist expressing their desire lest they become social outcasts. But, Hanscombe 
fights back against this idea and claims sexual desire was both feminine and quality of lesbians 
and, in doing so, she reconstructs the dominant perception of womanhood to make it inclusive of 
characteristics lesbians felt were vital to them. Readers can see Hanscombes reconstruction in 
her section “Sybil’s Pre/texts,” which explores society’s capacity for redemption in regard to 
their treatment of lesbians (Hanscombe, xvi). To Hanscombe, this redemption can only come 
with an acceptance of lesbians as women and full members of society, rather than as aberrations. 
She goes about encouraging that acceptance by highlighting what she feels is the truth to 
lesbianism. In the third poem of “Sybil’s Pre/texts” she writes, 
Being dykes, we adore in the dark, feel well within our walls. History never penetrates 
us straight…Being dykes, we’re not to be trusted. Our cause is rude. But watch: we 
know alchemy, turn base things into gold. (Hanscombe, 41) 
In this poem, Hanscombe contrasts the false truths that have been historically perpetuated about 
lesbians with the final lines which establish them as actually being powerful figures capable of 
transforming things around them. By doing so, Hanscombe depicted lesbianism as being a 
transcendent experience and, in turn, elevated the perception of lesbianism from it being 
unnatural “sexual inversion” to it being a symbol of status and power. She then goes on to 
reiterate the power that she felt was inherent to lesbianism in the ninth poem of the section, 
which is just a single line: “We ripen and ripen and ripen (and fall to the ground and seed…and 
multiply) over and over and over” (Hanscombe, 47). Here, Hanscombe equates lesbians with 
fruit that ripens and multiples without end and, by doing so, she not only highlights the power of 
!93
lesbianism by speaking to its endurance but, she also speaks to the naturalness of lesbianism by 
implying that it manifests like uninterrupted fruit. Therefore, it can be said that in the “Sybil’s 
Pre-texts” section, Hanscombe seeks to help redeem society by disabusing them of their false 
beliefs about lesbianism. And, in doing so, she replaces those false beliefs by characterizing 
lesbianism with power and resilience. Furthermore, by deconstructing the notion that lesbianism 
is an unnatural manifestation of one’s womanhood, Hanscombe makes power and resilience 
principles of womanhood in general. Other lesbian writers of the twentieth century followed this 
trend and, going into the twenty-first century, LGBT writers deconstructed preconceived notions 
about female sexuality to further encourage the acceptance of LGBT women. 
 A twenty-first century LGBT poet who sought to deconstruct preconceived notions about 
female sexuality is Gabrielle Calvocoressi in her book of poetry, Rocket Fantastic (2017). The 
preconceived notion she sought to address was the notion that women naturally feel sexual desire 
for men and feeling sexual desire towards anyone else was unnatural. Calvocoressi challenges 
this by suggesting that sexual desire acts independently of gender and she conveys her argument 
by constructing the figure of the Bandleader who claims [segno] as its pronoun. According to 
Calvocoressi, [segno] “represents a confluence of genders in varying degrees, not either/or nor 
necessarily both in equal measure. It is simultaneously encompassing and fluctuating” (xi). 
Therefore, the Bandleader is neither male nor female nor something in between, they are the 
manifestation of everything at once and Calvocoressi uses the Bandleader at times as a poem’s 
love interest. Using the Bandleader as the of love interest conveys the idea that female sexuality 
is not bound by gender because Calvocoressi crafted intensely romantic, and sometimes erotic, 
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pieces in which the recipient of the emotion has no gender. This can be seen in the poem [I like it 
the [segno] touches me there, right above the forehead] which starts: 
I like it when [segno] touches me there, right above the forehead / with whose whole 
palm and moves whose / hand along my skull until it rests below my neck, / and sort of 
hold me there. And how we stay / like that before it even starts right there in the stillness 
like the best part / of a movie when the lights go down and / everyone sort of shakes 
together and relaxes. (Calvocoressi, 23) 
By taking away any indicators of gender and comparing the experience of being with Bandleader 
to being immersed in a dark theater surrounded by people, Calvocoressi uses imagery to 
illustrate the sublime and all-encompassing feelings that accompany attraction and how they 
occur absent of fixed gender. As readers go through the poem, they are filled with the all-
encompassing feeling of attraction but without any concrete figure to direct it towards. This, for 
Calvocoressi and many other LGBT writers, is what makes female sexual desire fluid and unable 
to be constrained by gender because it can manifest without a specific recipient. Additionally, 
readers know that the speaker of the poem is female and discussing the fluidity of female desire 
when the poem takes on an erotic charge and the speakers states,  
[segno] asks me how I do it, Oh God how / right there like that in the stillness / [segno] 
sounds just like a girl / just like I sound when we come / together and relax. 
(Calvocoressi, 24) 
Here as well as in the previously mentioned passage, Calvocoressi elicits feelings of sexual 
desire by calling on her reader’s senses of touch and sound rather than sight to once more 
emphasize that attraction and desire are not bound by a person’s gender.  
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 Later in Rocket Fantastic, Calvocoressi uses Bandleader to convey that love, like sexual 
desire and attraction, also functions without ties to gender. Readers see this in the poem “In the 
Darkness of the House of Pleasure” when Calvocoressi writes: 
… [segno] is an elm / in every season and also / is the firmament. I count seven / stars 
between whose shoulder / blades and three inside / whose navel. And in whose eyes / I 
see nothing, they are so / dark they refuse whatever / light I offer. And yet. We lay / 
beside the stream on heated / stones and [segno] turned whose head / to look at me and I 
thought, / My Lord. This is love. (Calvocoressi, 85) 
Here, the speaker is able to recognize the experience as love despite the fact that Bandleader is 
not one concrete figure; love is something that is simply felt and not dictated by external factors. 
Therefore, while whose is an elm, the sky, and possibly a human all at once, the speaker loves 
them because love can be organic in the sense that it can manifest unassisted.   
 The emphasis Calvocoressi places on the fluidity of attraction, sexual desire, and love is 
significant to the present thesis because the historical confines on womanhood that have 
excluded LGBT women from the category of women dictate that attraction, sexual desire, and 
love are all emotions that should only be felt towards a woman’s husband. By deconstructing this 
notion through an emphasis on how these emotions occur independent of gender, Calvocoressi 
underscores the inaccuracy of the historical confines. This, in turn, breaks down part of the 
foundation for LGBT exclusion from the social category of woman because if the claim that 
women only feel attraction, desire, and love for their husbands is false then excluding women on 
the basis of not displaying this behavior is also false. Essentially, Calvocoressi, Hanscombe, and 
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other LGBT writers seek to reconstruct the social category of woman by, first, deconstructing the 
misinformation greater society has about sex and gender. 
Attitudes Towards Transgender Women by Cissexuals  
 In her book, Whipping Girl: A Transexual Woman on Sexism and the Scapegoating of 
Femininity (2014), Julia Serano discusses the unique experiences and perspectives of transsexual 
women that were often lost or ignored as a result of greater society not having a comprehensive 
understanding of sex and gender. I have chosen to examine Serano’s book in order to detail the 
experiences of transgender women because one of her major focuses is dismantling the 
preconceived notions cissexuals have about gender identity (Lewis, 202). Serano making this a 
focal point of her book is beneficial to the overall message of this thesis because society’s failure 
to understand comprehensively gender and its manifestations is how the exclusive confines on 
womanhood have been able to last for centuries. These confines have fed on society’s 
misinformation and Serano attempts to dismantle that misinformation by stressing to her readers 
that gender identity is not solely tied to biological makeup (Lewis, 204).  Furthermore, as a trans-
woman, Serano is able to give credible insight into the experiences of trans-women as they 
attempt to carve a space for themselves in the historically exclusive category of woman. 
 According to Serano, the discrimination that trans-women experience largely comes from 
the third-gendering that is imposed upon those in the trans community by cissexuals (25). Third-
gendering is a strategy utilized by “non-trans folk who wish to discuss trans people without ever 
bringing into question their own assumptions and beliefs about maleness and femaleness” and it 
can be subtle yet incredibly divisive (Serano, 25). It often results in the creation of additional 
terms to label trans people that are neither male nor female (Serano, 25). For example, third-
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gendering can be seen in the instance of people merging the phrase “trans-women” into 
“transwomen” because, according to Serano, this merging makes transsexual women their own 
distinct category separate from non-transsexual women  (26). And, by creating these alternate 
categories, people outside of the community are able to criticize and condemn transsexual people 
without ever feeling like they are criticizing womanhood or manhood. Furthermore, this third-
gendering allows for the discrimination against trans-women because it removes them from the 
social category of woman and thereby allows people to justify their refusal to acknowledge the 
womanhood of trans-women (Serano, 26). In Whipping Girl, Serano details how the American 
media has been one of the biggest perpetrators of third-gendering, which has been detrimental to 
the way trans-women are viewed in society.  
 According to Serano, people fear that transsexual women would upset the way society 
views maleness and femaleness because in American society it has always been directly 
correlated to the sex organs one was born with (30). So, to combat fear, “the images and 
experiences of trans people [were] presented in the media in a way that [reaffirmed], rather than 
[challenged], gender stereotypes” (Serano, 30). Therefore, the media began to depict trans-
women as being either “deceptive” or “pathetic” in order to reinforce and validate the 
misperception that they were truly men “playing female,” rather than actual women (Serano, 33). 
When speaking about these media depictions, Serano states that “deceivers” were trans-women 
who had not yet undergone sexual reassignment surgery but could still pass for cissexual women 
(30). Their ability to pass for cissexual women despite their male genitalia was what made them 
“deceptive” and they generally acted as unexpected plot twists or sexual predators who tricked 
straight men into falling for other “men” (Serano, 30). This depiction perpetuated the idea that 
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trans-women were not actual women because most media depictions of “deceptive” trans-women 
include a “reveal” in which other characters discover their genitalia and the woman is either 
shamed or humiliated (Serano, 31). Serano goes on to cite the 1994 film Ace Ventura: Pet 
Detective as an example because its villain, Lois Einhorn, was a “deceptive” transsexual, and 
when the main character, Ventura, “revealed” this by stripping her down to her underwear in 
front of police officers, the reaction of the officers was to vomit repeatedly, thus humiliating the 
figure of the “deceptive” transsexual (Serano, 30). By using “deceivers” as a plot twist,  the 
femaleness of the character was reduced to an illusion and the maleness became the real identity. 
This reinforced the third-gendering of transsexual women because their “true” maleness 
excluded them from being female, but their rejection of maleness excludes them from being fully 
male (Serano, 31).  
 The counterpart to the “deceptive” trans-woman was the “pathetic” trans-woman and she 
was very different because, unlike the “deceiver,” she was unable to disguise her masculinity 
(Serano, 31). The “pathetic” trans-woman was used to reinforce the current assumptions about 
masculinity and femininity because, no matter how hard the character tried, she was never fully 
separated from the maleness she was born with, thus casting the “pathetic” trans-woman as a bad 
joke. In support of this, Serano makes reference to the 1998 indie film The Adventures of 
Sebastian Cole, which features a “pathetic” transsexual woman, Henrietta (Serano, 32). In the 
film, Henrietta is depicted as constantly wearing floral nightgowns accessorized with an excess 
of jewelry and makeup but these typically feminine qualities are accompanied by stereotypically 
masculine behavior such as overt admiration of women and reacting violently when offended 
(Serano, 32). By including these masculine behaviors, it was emphasized that, despite her desire 
!99
to be female, Henrietta could never fully be a woman. This depiction of the “pathetic” 
transsexual woman as a figure who poorly imitated womanhood also spoke to the way in which 
the media depicted transsexual women as only wanting to fulfill a stereotypical gender role 
(Serano, 33). 
 The figure of the “pathetic” transsexual woman who was unable to hide her masculinity 
behind make-up, jewelry, and clothing helped to perpetuate the notion that transsexual women 
were not “real” women because they only want to achieve the outward appearance of femininity. 
Therefore, by giving emphasis to the physical transition of transsexual women, the media was 
able to play on the belief  that femininity was inherently “frivolous,” “contrived,” and 
“manipulative” in order to further cast transsexual women as part of a third gender that was 
neither truly feminine nor fully masculine, just a figure pretending (Serano, 35). These depictions 
of transsexual women as figures who wanted to imitate stereotypical femininity have been 
detrimental to the way in which society has understood the womanhood of transsexual women 
which can be seen in the writing of many feminists of the 1980s and 1990s (Serano, 39). 
Feminist writers, like Janice Raymond, who believed in gender essentialism during this time 
claimed that trans-women imitated patriarchal attitudes about femininity and objectified “real” 
women by trying to possess female bodies of their own (Serano, 39).   9
 These negative views have had a lasting impact on what society believes to be true about 
transsexual women because, according to Serano, the most influential feminist text on 
transsexual women, Transsexual Empire: The Making of the She-Male, was written in 1979 by a 
 Gender essentialists believe that women and men represent two mutually exclusive categories, 9
each born with certain inherent, non-overlapping traits (Serano, 11).
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gender essentialist named Janice G. Raymond (Serano, 39). Transsexual Empire insisted that 
transsexual women only wanted to achieve stereotypical femininity and this resulted in them 
conforming “more to the feminine role than even the most feminine of natural-born 
women” (Serano, 39). To Raymond, the “feminine role” that transsexual women conformed to 
was the by-product of a patriarchal society and, therefore, not a real representation of 
womanhood which even further delegitimized them as “real” women (Serano, 39). Additionally, 
Raymond acknowledged that some transsexual women were less outwardly feminine than others 
and she recognized these figures as “transsexually constructed lesbian-feminists” (Serano, 40). 
According to Raymond, these lesbian feminists were different because rather than wanting to 
possess women in a bodily sense, they wanted to possess women by “penetrating” women’s 
spaces and minds through deception of cissexual women (Serano, 40). These false notions 
suggested by Raymond have been so impactful on the way society views transsexual 
womanhood that the world’s largest women-only even, Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival, 
banned trans-women because organizers claimed they would bring “male energy” into the 
festival, thus implying that they were not actually women because of their genitalia (Serano, 41). 
Essentially, transsexual women are considered false regardless of how they appear. If they appear 
feminine, they are seen as imitating what the patriarchy dictates a woman should be; if they are 
not overtly feminine, they are seen as attempting to deceive “natural-born” women. 
 I bring attention to the perceptions of gender essentialists and their impact to highlight the 
fact that gender has been so widely misunderstood by cissexuals that it even penetrates so-called 
“feminist spaces” (i.e. Michigan Women’s Music Festival). Also, these misperceptions were 
largely the result of the preconceived notions that many cissexuals held about gender identity due 
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to the traditional confines on gender. Serano speaks to this failure of cissexuals to 
comprehensively understand gender in Whipping Girl, and she claims that it is rooted in their 
lack of understanding in regard to subconscious sex (68). 
 According to Serano, “Subconscious sex is the gender we subconsciously feel ourselves 
to be” (61) and, for transsexual women, the realization that they were transsexual came when 
their subconscious sex was in conflict with their physical sex (i.e. when they did not identify as 
the sex they were assigned at birth). But, if one never questioned the sex they were assigned at 
birth, they may never become aware that their subconscious sex exists and Serano claims that 
this is why many cissexual people never developed the understanding of subconscious sex (68). 
Additionally, Serano asserts that gender privilege has given cissexuals the impression that they 
have the right to accept or reject a trans person’s gender identity (121). So, many cissexuals 
assert that the gender one is born with is one’s “natural” gender because that has been their 
experience which, in turn, makes them unable or unwilling to accept the assertions of trans-
women (Serano, 121). Consequentially, this led to many cissexuals not being able to comprehend 
the mental strain that arises when one’s subconscious sex does not align with their physical sex. 
 The immense mental strain that arises when one’s subconscious sex does not align with 
their physical sex is known as gender dissonance, and it can be so severe in transsexual women 
that it becomes debilitating (Serano, 24). Gender dissonance can manifest as severe anxiety, 
stress, insomnia, and anger and it, essentially, is what encourages many transsexual people to 
transition physically (Serano, 67). In transitioning physically, many trans-women are able to find 
relief from their gender dissonance because their subconscious sex finally aligns with their 
physical sex. But, due to the preconceived notions and misperceptions of cissexuals about 
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gender, many trans-women hide their status as transsexual and never find relief through the 
physical realization of their gender (Serano, 86).  
 Overall, Serano intends to convey to readers that the resistance that trans-women have 
faced throughout history by cissexuals has been completely baseless and fueled by their lack of 
understanding. Serano asserts that subconscious sex exists in all people, but cissexuals fail to see 
this and, as a result, they resist the womanhood of trans-women by third-gendering them and 
constantly implicating them as pathetic deceivers. American trans-women have had to endure 
living in a society dominated by those who do not understand them (i.e. cissexuals) and their 
experiences have had a large impact on the way trans-women have crafted their womanhood. In 
response to the misperceptions and as a means of resisting the unfair persecution, trans-women 
persisted in their assertions of womanhood and, in doing so, endowed themselves with 
unyielding resilience. 
Reconstruction of Womanhood in Since I Moved In and Why Dust Shall Never Settle Upon 
this Soul 
 Much like how slave women claimed resilience as a principle of Black womanhood to 
encapsulate their endurance of the intense hatred from Caucasian society, trans-women claimed 
resilience because of their endurance of misperceptions that undermine their humanity. The 
misperceptions cissexuals have undermined the humanity of trans-women because their belief 
that one cannot identify as a gender they were not assigned to at birth has resulted in the very 
existence of trans-women becoming socially delegitimized. But, rather than accept the 
misperceptions of cissexuals, trans-women remained true to themselves and did not relent in 
their assertion of womanhood. Readers of LGBT poetry can see the resilience that is 
characteristic of trans-women in Since I Moved In (2007) by Trace Peterson and Why Dust Shall 
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Never Settle Upon this Soul (2015) by Ryka Aoki. Written by trans-women, both books of poetry 
give raw and vulnerable accounts of life as a trans-woman in a society dominated by cissexuals. 
And, in the process of delivering these accounts, the authors bring attention to the resistance of 
trans-women and how they constructed their womanhood on resilience. 
 In Since I Moved In, Trace Peterson dedicates her section entitled “Trans Figures” to 
conveying the experience of a trans-woman that feels split into two. For Peterson, the two parts 
are her subconscious sex, represented by her voice, and her physical sex, represented by her body 
which she refers to as “it.” By referring to her body as “it” and something that is in contention 
with her voice, Peterson speaks to the experience of gender dissonance that Serano discusses in 
Whipping Girl. Peterson’s decision to make her body and voice two separate entities is reflective 
of the disorientation that gender dissonance causes. The misalignment of her physical sex and 
subconscious sex makes it difficult for her to conceptualize them as features of the same entity 
so, instead, she speaks about them separately. The choice to make her voice the representation of 
her subconscious sex and her body representative of the physical sex speaks to Serano’s point 
that subconscious sex is poorly understood by cissexuals because it is not visible and can only be 
conveyed through claims that are often negated by misinformation. 
 Readers see Peterson’s employment of these techniques in the fifth poem of the section 
which begins, 
It lives alone. It doesn’t want to be seen / by others, but then it wants to be seen. / 
Sometimes it’s driving in a car late at night / through dim streets, finger nailpolished 
along / the edge of the wheel…. The voice / is not built like other bodies that do this, / 
driving around at night. (Peterson, 15) 
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By opening the poem with “it” does not want to be seen by others but wants to be seen, Peterson 
speaks to the internal turmoil trans-women feel over choosing to live as a woman at the risk of 
condemnation or continue hiding and enduring the resulting gender dissonance for the sake of 
acceptance. But, readers see that the choice to remain in hiding is not a suitable means of finding 
relief in the last line of the passage because “the voice” is already aware that they are not like the 
other people that they see driving at night. This awareness means that even if she chooses to keep 
hiding, she will never find mental relief because her mind knows that something is not right. 
Trans-women are forced to make this choice while contending with the misperceptions and 
persecutions of cissexuals which Peterson comments on in the second half of the poem when she 
writes, 
Sometimes it’s stopped / at a red light, and the people in the next car / are gaping at it, 
laughing at its feeble effort / to materialize, some parts in the wrong order, or 
proportion…The voice is very conscious of efforts to pass / this trial, tries on gestures 
that will get it / overlooked, a gentle throwing back of the hair / it saw someone do who 
was a real body…so it will seem, / for an instant, like that someone is living in its skin. 
(Peterson, 15) 
Here, both the body and the voice are aware of the reactions they elicit in cissexual people. But, 
despite these responses, the body continues to move like a woman’s so that it may feel some 
semblance of connection to the voice. In addition to being a vulnerable revelation about the way 
trans-women seek relief, this poem also serves as a representation of the resilience that has come 
to characterize the womanhood of trans-women because even though the people in the next car 
gape and laugh at her, she continues to seek the relief that connecting her body and voice brings. 
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 Peterson goes on to detail the experiences that contribute to trans-women’s resilience in 
the seventh poem of the “Trans Figures” section where she writes about all of the “rules” for 
conduct that are imposed on her and constantly cycling through her head. These imposed rules of 
conduct are a mix of stereotypical feminine ones, such as, “Don’t wear anything that looks too 
slutty,” and stereotypically male ones, such as, “Don’t make gestures that look too ‘draggy.’” 
Peterson includes this mix to illustrate the third-gendering of trans-women by cissexuals and 
how their impositions of gender expectations on trans-women trap them in a state of neither male 
nor female (Peterson, 18). She then goes on to contrast these imposed rules of conduct in the first 
lines of the last stanza when she writes, “Don’t censor yourself. / Don’t be ashamed of your 
body” (Peterson, 18). Since these are not stereotypically gendered rules of conduct, it can be said 
that this is Peterson providing her own conduct rules as a trans-woman. And, in doing this, she 
underscores the resilience of trans-women because, despite all of the rules and perceptions 
imposed upon them, she still encourages herself and her trans readers to never feel the need to 
censor or feel shame.  
 Ryka Aoki, another trans poet, echoes the resilience of trans-women in her book of poetry 
Why Dust Shall Never Settle Upon This Soul. She highlights the oppression trans-women face 
and how they have become stronger and resilient enough to triumph over the cruelties of society. 
Readers see Aoki speak to the strength and resilience of trans-womanhood in the fourth poem of 
her section “A Song of Someplace Yet to Fall.” In the poem, Aoki discusses the harsh realities of 
her life: 
Someday my car / won’t pass the smog test. / Just found out I may go blind. / Each day I 
take five pills / to make me be a little more / like something I can never be. / Someone 
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may mark me / with bad weather and omens. / Judgement might threat through / the 
foot-treadle stars. / Yet I will hear hummingbirds, / sip my coffee, maybe sit on an ice 
chest. (Aoki, 204) 
By listing harsh aspects of her reality, such as potentially going blind and having to take 
prescription medicine knowing that it will never “cure” her, then following it up by saying she 
will still hear hummingbirds and sip her coffee, Aoki conveys that the hardships she faces as a 
trans-woman are not stronger than her will to live and be happy.  
 Aoki’s ability to persist in life despite its hardships is the product of the resilience and 
strength that characterized trans-womanhood and readers see her  assert this once more in the 
third poem of her section, “After a Lifetime of Saving the World.” Crafted to reflect Aoki’s 
attempt to write a speech for a class of undergrads, the third poem conveys how Aoki is 
encouraged by her resilience as a trans-woman to cling to the positive aspects of her day, no 
matter how small they may be, because they are what carry her through the difficult parts. 
Readers can see this when she writes, 
Yesterday I yearned for when / I could buy a bag of salad / without caring how quickly / 
even the freshest greens spoil. / Yesterday, I yearned for clean dishes, / a clean 
refrigerator. / But yesterday, I could tell you how someone waited a little longer / to hold 
the elevator door, / how the Walgreens cashier heard / me sniffle, and said / “I hope you 
feel better. (Aoki, 298) 
Here Aoki illustrates how her resilience allows her to triumph over her hardships when she 
contrasts her yearnings for a better life with an acknowledgment of the positive aspects of the life 
she has at the moment. This is vital to all trans-women because living in a society dominated by 
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those who do not understand them (i.e. cissexuals) means that, to some degree, they will 
continue yearning for a better life until society can understand and rightfully acknowledge their 
gender identity. So, having the ability to dwell on the positive aspects of one’s life is vital to the 
resilience of trans-women because doing so reminds them that they are strong women who are 
capable of dictating their reality. 
 Both Peterson and Aoki use poetry to speak to the experiences of trans-women as well as 
reconstruct trans-womanhood according to those experiences. The experiences that Peterson and 
Aoki have had with persecution from cissexuals, as well as the emotional side-effects of being a 
trans-woman in American society, have contributed to the development of resilience and strength 
as principles of trans-womanhood. 
Conclusion 
 Women in the LGBT community have suffered socially as a result of the traditional 
confines on gender, specifically womanhood. The confines outlined in Chapter One remained the 
dominant perception of womanhood in America and, as a result, heterosexuals and cissexuals 
rarely developed a comprehensive understanding of sexuality and gender. Their lack of 
understanding led to lesbian women being labeled unnatural "inverts" and trans-women being 
depicted as "deceptive" or "pathetic" in the media. The false perceptions of lesbianism and 
transgenderism have only worsened their exclusion from the social category of woman. As acts 
of resistance, LGBT writers began sharing their experiences as women through literature. In 
doing so, LGBT writers not only gave voices back to the women that have had their voices 
erased from the social category of woman but also, they reconstructed womanhood to be absent 
of the traditional confines that excluded them. By characterizing their lives as women with 
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strength, power, and resilience, LGBT writers deconstructed the traditional perceptions of 
womanhood and reconstructed them to be more representative of their experiences.  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Conclusion 
 Throughout this thesis, I have analyzed the experiences of Black women and LGBT in 
literary works to highlight the mechanisms that create and perpetuate their exclusion from the 
social category of woman. Since the establishment of the first colony in 1602, the role of women 
has been largely connected to the overall success and stability of the British Colonies and 
American society. This connection was the direct result of the first British colonizers in America 
being Puritan and motivated to create a traditional religious society. At the time, they sought to 
create society to contrast the rapidly reforming English society and provide a haven for the 
religiously devout. As a result, the social norms that were first established in the Colonies were 
tailored to the Puritan religion as well as the personal lives of those who constituted the majority 
of Puritans. The limited scope of the social norms only mildly expanded as the demographics of 
the region shifted to accommodate those of the non-Puritan British. Consequentially, Black and 
LGBT women have been historically excluded from the social category of woman due to their 
racial and sexual identities. 
 The confines on womanhood in America dictated, first, by the Puritans were tailored to fit 
the lives of cisgender Caucasian heterosexual women of European descent. This was because, 
while there were certainly women of color and of other sexualities in the Colonies, a majority of 
Puritan women at the time fit into the specific social group of cisgender Caucasian heterosexual 
women of European descent. These confines were behaviors that all women were expected to 
emulate because any threat to the traditional family structure was considered to be a threat to the 
success of Puritan society. Therefore, women who did not or could not abide by the confines on 
womanhood became excluded from consideration as socially acceptable women. According to 
!110
the Puritans, any behavior that was not aligned with obedience or the Word of God was 
considered to be anti-woman and detrimental to a woman's place in society. But, as more women 
came to the American colonies from Great Britain, these constraints expanded slightly to 
accommodate the non-religion-based expectations for women of England.  
 The expectations for the women of England varied slightly from those for Puritan women 
in the British Colonies because, unlike the Puritan women, they did not live in newly founded 
societies created for the express purpose of fostering a specific religious ideology. Accordingly, 
while the English constraints were still heavily influenced by religion, religion was not the sole 
focus. This led to the constraints being more comprehensive than just accounting for the religious 
lives of women. For English women, their manner, dress, behavior and more were constrained by 
principles of conduct perpetuated through published women's magazines, domestic manuals, and 
pamphlets. In the widely-consumed published works, female and male writers would instruct 
women on how they were meant to behave in their everyday lives. Furthermore, with their wide-
spread consumption came wide-spread popularity and almost all English women strived to abide 
by the confines. The ambition of English women to appropriately abide by the socially 
constructed confines on womanhood made a large impact on English social relations and, as a 
result, English women maintained these practices when they moved to the British North 
American Colonies. 
 When they arrived at the Colonies, non-Puritan English women attempted to maintain the 
norms of their society since, unlike the Puritans, many were not in search of drastic social 
reform. Additionally, the Colonies remained the possession of Great Britain until 1783, so those 
who immigrated prior to that year faced very little pressure to abandoned the norms of British 
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society and adopt new ones. A specific set of norms that new British immigrants did maintain, 
however, were the confines on womanhood. Over time, these norms merged with the existing 
confines dictated by the Puritans to evolve into what came to be know as the Cult of True 
Womanhood. The American Cult of True Womanhood began after the American Revolution and 
its ideologies were based on four proposed pillars of womanhood: piety, purity, submissiveness, 
and domesticity. These four pillars encompassed the constraints dictated by the Puritans and the 
English, and all women were expected to embody them. Abiding by the four pillars became vital 
to a woman's status in American society, but it proved to be an incredibly exclusive process 
because each pillar had to be fulfilled in a specific way. Satisfaction of the constraints was based 
on whether or not a woman could satisfy them to the same degree as the heterosexual cis-gender 
caucasian women of European descent they were based on and, to "monitor" the fulfillment of 
these constraints, many American women and men became "stewards" of confined womanhood 
and excluded those they felt did not meet the "requirements" for a socially acceptable woman. 
 While the exclusivity of womanhood served the purpose of creating one seemingly 
unified social group for the Puritans, it has had a damaging impact on the experiences of Black 
women and women within the LGBT community. In the cases of these women, the traditional 
confines on womanhood became extremely exclusive because their race and sexual identities 
being different from that of the women the traditional confines were based on meant that they 
were perceived as socially less-than. For Black women, social devaluation was rooted in the 
subordination imposed upon Black people by the Caucasian community, which led to Black 
womanhood being viewed as inherently less-than Caucasian womanhood. As a result, Caucasian 
men and women began to view Black women as inherently separate from Caucasian women. 
!112
Additionally, for LGBT women, their social devaluation and subsequent exclusion from the 
category of woman was rooted in the misperceptions surrounding sex and gender that were 
perpetuated through the traditional confines. Because the traditional confines on womanhood 
were tailored towards religious heterosexual cisgender women, this became the standard for 
women, and any contrasting identity was viewed as being other. The otherness attributed to non-
traditional gender and sexual identities led to cissexual heterosexuals conceptualizing LGBT 
women as unnatural and, therefore, separate from the traditional social category of woman. 
 The exclusions of Black women and LGBT women had important social implications. It 
meant that their experiences were no longer considered the experiences of women but, rather, the 
experiences of social outsiders. Also, Black women and LGBT women have historically been 
treated with hostility and forced to endure differential treatment to Caucasian cisgender 
heterosexual women. As a result, Black and LGBT writers have frequently criticized and 
reconstructed the traditional perception of womanhood that has led to their inferior social 
standing. To make these criticisms, Black and LGBT women published works that spoke to their 
experiences in American society and exposed how others have justified their mistreatment by 
rejecting their claims to womanhood and conceptualizing them as a separate category from 
woman. To resist this mistreatment, Black women and LGBT women began to emphasize 
principles and qualities that they found to be central to their experiences as women which, in 
turn, reconstructed traditional womanhood.  
 The reconstructions of womanhood by Black and LGBT women can be observed 
throughout the history of American literature and, for the sake of this thesis, I chose to give 
attention to The History of Mary Prince, a West Indies Slave, Related by Herself, Incidents in the 
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Life of a Slave Girl by Harriet Jacobs, Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston, 
The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison, Sybil:The Glide of Her Tongue by Gillian Hanscombe, Rocket 
Fantastic by Gabrielle Calvocoressi, Since I Moved In by Trace Peterson, and Why Dust Shall 
Never Settle Upon This Soul by Ryka Aoki. Written by prominent Black, lesbian, and transgender 
writers, these works illustrate the hardships that accompany life as a woman in a society 
dominated by a confined perception of womanhood. Through their experiences, these women 
share with readers how principles and qualities such as compassion, resilience, strength, and 
familial bonds came to define their womanhood. And, while these principles were similar to the 
traditional confines on womanhood, their conception was different in the sense that they were 
meant to describe the states of Black and LGBT women rather than prescribe them, making them 
less explicit and strict.  
 I bring attention to these reconstructions in this thesis because while they have been 
beneficial in providing Black and LGBT women with a sense of belonging, they have exposed 
how inappropriate the continued recognition of traditional womanhood has been. In 
reconstructing traditional womanhood, Black and LGBT women have exposed its failings, and 
suggested alternatives. While I recognize the necessity of acknowledging the different 
experiences that American women have, not recognizing the reconceptualizations of womanhood 
on the behalf of Black and LGBT women as a reconceptualization for womanhood in general has 
allowed the traditional confines on womanhood to persist. With this persistence has come wide-
spread exclusion and oppression, which will only continue until society appropriately recognizes 
the dangers of supporting a dominant perception of womanhood that fails to encapsulate women.  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